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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this dissertation is to prompt ecclesial imagination for the sake of 
envisioning and reshaping contemporary ecclesiology and church practice in more 
liberative forms. The thesis is that non-dominant theologies and historical narratives are 
sources that prompt ecclesial imagination and can potentially reshape ecclesiology and 
church practice. *Feminist Ecclesiology and a Liberating Counterhistory analyzes and 
interprets two such non-dominant sources in two case studies: *feminist ecclesiological 
writing on the church from the 1968 to 2020, and the archeological evidence of ancient 
Iron Age I Hebrew highland settlements, which pre-date biblical narratives and support a 
counter-narrative to conquest, namely a non-militaristic response to empire and societal 
collapse. 
This dissertation utilizes the term *feminist to indicate the full range of white 
feminist, womanist, mujerista, Latin American, African, and Asian women’s 
ecclesiologies. The asterisk is meant to disrupt the totalizing tendency of the generic term 
feminist to imply only white feminist perspectives. The review of literature and textual 
analysis of *feminist ecclesiological discourses reveal four prominent conceptual themes, 
identified as four marks of the *feminist church: holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic. 
 
 vii 
The study of the highland settlements focuses on archeological findings, such as Iron Age 
I pottery, building foundations, and other material artifacts. A *feminist analysis of the 
settlements uncovers a liberative counterhistory that contrasts with genocidal and 
militaristic narrations of the origins of the Hebrew people in Canaan, such as found in 
Joshua 1-11.  
Although the two case studies are drawn across great expanses of time and in 
different cultural settings, a close look reveals important resonances that make them a 
congruent pairing, albeit unexpected. Individually, they have much to offer towards 
ecclesial imagination. Interpreted together, the two cases are grounded in the depths of 
historical tradition, and offer nuanced critiques and imagination for the present, while 
simultaneously reaching towards an alternative future. The dissertation concludes with 
integrative insights that demonstrate how the highland settlement evidence can augment 
the *feminist marks of the church. Building upon these discoveries, the final chapter 
offers five principles of practice, suggesting ways that the cases and their integrative 
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METHODOLOGY AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
 The world is facing ecological and social problems of epic proportion. Much will 
need to change in order to shift the course of these major problems. At this time, both 
new visions and practical changes are needed. As a Christian feminist practical 
theologian, I believe that the church, both theologically and institutionally, can be a 
conduit to address the ecological and social problems facing our world today. Indeed, 
many churches during this time are undertaking strategic change or revitalizing processes 
to become more vital communities that can help create a more just and flourishing church 
and world. The aim of this dissertation is to contribute to feminist ecclesiological 
discourse and also to churches, especially as they seek transformation, by prompting new 
ecclesial imagination about what the church can become in this time. In this dissertation, 
I develop and bring together two case studies: women’s ecclesiological writing on the 
church from the 1960’s onward and the ancient Iron Age I Hebrew Highland Settlements 
archeological evidence. The former includes the writing of white feminist, womanist, 
mujerista, African, and Asian women theologians, and the latter includes archeological 
findings of Iron Age I pottery, building foundations, and other material artifacts that 
provide an alternative understanding of the origins of the Hebrew people in Canaan, an 
understanding that both converges with and contradicts the biblical accounts. These two 
cases can encourage a deeper analysis of ecclesial traditions and of Hebrew origins in the 
land of Canaan, which together with theological and biblical traditions can prompt new 
imagination for the church in the present.  
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 My thesis in this dissertation is that new ecclesial imagination can be prompted by 
the study of non-dominant theologies and historical narratives as sources for analyzing, 
interpreting, and reshaping ecclesiology and church practice, giving particular attention to 
two cases: global feminist ecclesiologies and the Iron Age I Hebrew Highland 
Settlements that pre-date biblical narratives and suggest a non-militaristic response to 
empire and societal collapse. The method includes a review of voices and evidence, 
critical analysis, feminist interpretation, and projections for future practice. The first case 
study includes a review and thematic analysis of feminist ecclesiologies of the past sixty 
years, yielding four major ecclesial themes, or marks of the church. The second case 
study includes a review of the evidence of Iron Age I Hebrew Highland Settlements and 
analysis of that evidence to discern possible patterns of Hebrew migration into Canaan 
that point toward a non-conquest narrative of that settlement. The method continues with 
feminist interpretation of the two cases, seeking the potential in each to reimagine and 
reshape ecclesiology and church practice in more liberative forms. 
Explanation of Term *Feminist  
 Throughout this dissertation, I will be referencing white feminist, womanist, 
mujerista, African, and Asian women’s ecclesiologies. This is a lengthy list, but it is 
inclusive of many different ethnic and cultural perspectives of women writing about the 
church. The sources are broadly representative but not exhaustive, as women have written 
ecclesiological claims in many different forms and venues. At times, I will use a full-list 
of the perspectives that I seek to represent; at other times, I will use the construction 
*feminist as a shorthand reference to indicate the full range of sources. “Feminist” is a 
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generic term that can implicitly denote white feminist perspectives and erase the 
multitude of perspectives because of the dominance of white voices. The asterisk 
indicates my effort to interrupt dominant thought patterns that associate “feminism” with 
“whiteness” and often ignore the wide range of scholars in ecclesiology.  
 I borrow the practice of placing an unexpected character in a word from feminist 
theologian Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza. She does this in her work most notably with the 
terms: wo/men and the*logy. Schüssler Fiorenza places a slash in the middle of wo/men 
to create a new inclusive generic term, meant to interrupt sharp gender binaries. As she 
explains, “[w]o/man includes man, she includes he, and female includes male. To use 
wo/men as an inclusive term invites male readers to learn how to think twice and to 
experience what it means to be addressed specifically.”1 Similarly, Schüssler Fiorenza’s 
neologism the*logy, is a way “to avoid the gendering of G*d.”2 Replacing the ‘o’ in 
theology with an asterisk leaves room for the reader to interpret the word in a gender 
inclusive or non-binary form. Thus, the term can speak to a range of genders at once and 
does not continue to replicate masculine language norms. My construction *feminist is 
meant do something similar and to indicate the broad range of women’s ecclesiological 
work. 
 
1 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Congress of Wo/men: Religion, Gender, and Kyriarchal Power 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017), 1n2. 
 




Connections Between Case Studies 
 Because the case studies global *feminist ecclesiologies and the Iron Age I 
Hebrew Highland Settlements stand apart from one another across great expanses of time 
and completely different cultural settings, it may not be immediately clear why I bring 
these cases together in one project. Despite their differences, a closer look reveals 
important similarities that make them a powerfully congruent, albeit unexpected, pairing. 
Individually, they have much to offer towards ecclesial imagination but, taken together, 
they can prompt a richer imagination that emerges from the interplay of the past with 
nuanced critiques and imagination of the present. These two case studies are grounded in 
the depths of the historical tradition, while at the same time reaching towards a newly 
imagined future: both contemporary and historical resources are needed to provide such 
rooting and reaching. Their resonances weave them together. 
 First, both *feminist ecclesiological discourse and the Hebrew highland 
settlements can be viewed as liberation movements that have struggled against oppressive 
systems of empire; in turn, each created communities or visions of communities that were 
organized more communally than hierarchically. Both discourses reveal communities that 
sought and/or seek in their own unique contexts to create communities at the intersections 
of oppression and empire.  
Second, an important methodological linkage exists between the two case studies, 
past and present. A prominent strand in *feminist ecclesiologies contends that 
reimagining the present requires reimaging the past through the discovery of liberative 
counterhistories. Some *feminist theologians and other critical theorists contend that the 
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key to the future is found in the past: both liberative contemporary critiques and historical 
interpretations are needed to guide new imagination for today.3 Therefore, reimaging or 
re-orienting origins stories can have an effect on the present, helping people to imagine a 
new future. The highland settlements archeological evidence can be understood as just 
such a liberative counterhistory, especially when interpreted from a prominent 
framework known as the indigenous origins theory. The highland settlements can have 
serious implications for how we imagine our past and, in turn, can help shape theology 
and practice today. Insights from both case studies, spiral together and can help prompt 
new ecclesial imagination.  
 Third, though separated by thousands of years, both of these discourses came to 
prominence in the latter half of the 20th century (particularly from 1960’s onward). 
Despite decades of research and development of both *feminist ecclesiological discourse 
and highland settlements archeological research and scholarly interpretations, neither 
discourse has yet to be incorporated into ecclesial praxis, in fulsome ways. Both 
*feminist ecclesiology and highland settlements material have been taken into partial 
account, or cursorily incorporated into ecclesial traditions; however, they have not yet 
had the opportunity to shape ecclesial imagination to a degree equal to the full measure of 
each discourse. In fact, Xochitl Alvizo discovered in her study of twelve emergent 
churches from across a spectrum of ecumenical and theological contexts that none had 
 
3 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia & God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 1994); Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological 
Reconstruction of Christian Origins, 10th anniversary ed (New York: Crossroad, 1994); Riane Eisler, The 
Chalice and the Blade: Our History, Our Future (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1988); Gerda Lerner, The 




fully engaged with feminist theology and ecclesiology deeply or at all.4 No similar study 
exists for how the highland settlements research has made its way into ecclesial 
communities. As I will explain later in this chapter, practical theological research has also 
largely failed to incorporate biblical studies scholarship as an interdisciplinary partner. 
Moreover, no significant in-roads have been made into bringing forward the highland 
settlements into practical theological discourse, even though the settlements represent a 
liberative counterhistory that supplies a new window into the origins of the Hebrew 
people.  
 To be sure, both discourses have had some impact on churches. Inspired by 
*feminist ecclesiology, many churches are more inclusive in their leadership practice by 
ordaining women and LGBTQ+ folks to clergy roles and incorporating more gender 
inclusive language and metaphors of God into liturgical practice. These are important 
changes but do not go nearly far enough to enact the deep systemic change that white 
feminist, womanist, mujerista, African, and Asian women theologians are calling for in 
their critiques of church. For example, rather than just seeking inclusive ordination, a 
strong thread in *feminist work calls for dismantling the entire clergy/ordination model 
of leadership because it is inherently hierarchical and problematic in the way it shapes 
church communities into a caste system: “upper-class clergy and “lower class” laity.”5 
While inclusive ordination is an important change and, as Rosemary Radford Ruether 
discusses, the gains made by clerical inclusion “are themselves the base that makes 
 
4 Xochitl Alvizo, “A Feminist Analysis of the Emerging Church: Toward Radical Participation in the 
Organic, Relational, and Inclusive Body of Christ” (Ph.D, diss, Boston University, 2015). 




possible the new step beyond this type of inclusion to transformation.”6 However, as 
many *feminist theologians have pointed out, a more inclusive clergy does not nearly 
address the deeply embedded systemic problems in churches. Deeper structural changes 
will be needed for more transformation to occur. 
 The highland settlements archeological evidence has been incorporated even less 
than *feminist ecclesiology. The settlements case has been discussed primarily in the 
disciplines of biblical studies and archeology and, though the highland settlements 
evidence may be taught in Hebrew Bible courses in seminaries, the implications of the 
settlements for church praxis have not yet been taken up in practical theology. The 
highland settlements material has made some inroads into the church and other social 
activist contexts through Norman Gottwald’s classic book: The Tribes of Yahweh.7 
Gottwald and others have discussed how Tribes, which interprets the settlements 
archeological evidence from a Marxist lens, has inspired people around the globe.8 
However, despite these small inroads into some ecclesial and activist audiences, the 
highland settlements material has yet to be incorporated into the life of the church in any 
substantial way. 
 
6 Reuther, Women-Church, 65. 
 
7 Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 1250-1050 
B.C.E. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1979). 
 
8 Norman K. Gottwald, “Response to Contributors,” in Tracking The Tribes of Yahweh: On the Trail of a 
Classic, ed. Roland Boer, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament. Supplement Series 351 (London: 




 In the following sections, I will explain my methods and rationale for the project, 
as well as contributions it makes to different theological discourses. 
Methodology 
 My practical theological method is to develop and analyze two in-depth case 
studies comprised of literatures from *feminist ecclesiological discourse and of 
archeological and biblical research on the Hebrew highland settlements, as a means to 
discover new ecclesial imagination and praxis. In the first movement, presented in 
Chapter Two, I offer an autobiographical account of my own experience in three different 
churches that were undergoing revitalizing or strategic change processes. I include this 
movement because it shows how my biography contributes to my work in a self-
conscious and self-reflective way. My personal biography contributes to my methodology 
and the shaping of my project as do the intellectual resources upon which I have drawn. 
 The case study work begins in Part I, where I develop the first case study on 
*feminist ecclesiological discourse by bringing together a large compendium of North 
American womanist, white feminist, Latin American, mujerista, Asian, African, and other 
global *feminist ecclesiological sources from the 1960’s onward (though by no means 
exhaustive). Because *feminist ecclesiological discourse is not as robustly developed as 
other theological areas such as christology, I cast a wide net in gathering sources. I 
looked beyond text-length ecclesiological books and found chapters, and essays that 
feminist theologians have written about the church specifically and also about ecclesial 
metaphors like the Body of Christ, or the People of God, and even essays discussing 
religious communities generally. By widening my scope of work, I was able to gather a 
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more comprehensive and representative bibliography of *feminist ecclesiological work, 
beyond just prominent texts in the field written by white North American women.9  
 After gathering these sources, I read them closely and then conducted content 
analyses of the sources. I provide a synopsis of my analytical processes below; a more 
detailed description will be found in the introduction to Chapter Six. I first analyzed the 
methodological approach found in each feminist ecclesiological work. From this first-
level analysis of method, two over-arching approaches were discernable: critical and 
constructive. Critical approaches were focused largely on the critique of oppressive 
histories, theologies, and institutional practices, whereas constructive approaches focused 
on constructive historical interpretations, theologies, and institutional practices that seek 
the flourishing of all peoples. These two predominant approaches, critical and 
constructive, became the basis for organizing the ecclesiological literatures into two 
chapters: Chapter Three focuses on critical approaches and Chapter Four on the 
constructive approaches. 
 For my second level of analysis, I examined these ecclesiological sources again, 
rereading and making further notes to discern themes in each work and methodological 
streams within the overarching critical and constructive approaches. In the critical 
approach grouping, I discovered that many texts drew upon methodologies of analyzing 
history, institutions, theologies, and/or practices. I thus organized the critical approach 
 
9 Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968); Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
Women-Church: Theology and Practice (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1985); Letty Russell, 
Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox 
Press, 1993); Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Discipleship of Equals: A Critical Feminist Ekklesia-ology of 




sources into the following categories of analysis: historical analysis, institutional 
analysis, theological analysis, and practical analysis. These analytical approaches 
became the organizing subsection structure of Chapter Three. In a parallel analysis, I 
discovered that texts using constructive approaches had similarities regarding their 
sources of inspiration for ecclesiological construction. The three primary resources were: 
history and tradition, lived experience, and a holistic worldview. These resource genres 
informed ecclesiological interpretation and construction and they became the subsection 
structure in Chapter Four. 
 The final step in my analysis of *feminist ecclesiological sources, came after I 
wrote Chapters Three and Four. I conducted a conceptual analysis of the *feminist 
literature content to identify central ecclesiological themes that run throughout the full 
body of work. After being steeped in this literature for several months, I sought to 
discover whether a shared voice of *feminist ecclesiology existed amongst this broad 
group of diverse ecclesiological sources. Are there common threads interwoven within 
*feminist ecclesiological discourse? How might a shared voice help illuminate the 
richness of *feminist ecclesiological discourse? To answer these questions, I returned to 
my notes and analyses to discover whether, within the content of the literatures, I could 
identify recurring themes and, from those, the most frequently recurring themes.  
 In this final stage of analysis, I discovered four prominent conceptual themes 
running through this body of work: holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic. I have 
identified these as the four marks of the *feminist church. I develop the four marks of the 
*feminist church in Chapter Six. Upon discovery of the four *feminist marks, Mary 
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Elizabeth Moore observed the resonances with the four marks of the church traditionally 
derived from the Nicene Creed: one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. To investigate the 
resonances, I did a theological study of the Nicaean Marks in Chapter Five and then 
presented the *feminist marks in Chapter Six so as to elaborate on the *feminist marks as 
they appear in the *feminist ecclesiological literature, and to analyze some of the 
resonances and differences with the Nicaean marks. The four *feminist marks show the 
breadth of *feminist ecclesiological vision, and they counteract shallow stereotypes that 
*feminist ecclesiology is merely about a singular practical issue, such as ‘women’s roles 
in the church.’ These four *feminist marks of the church can break stereotypes that often 
limit perceptions regarding *feminist ecclesiology. The *feminist marks reveal the 
conceptual depth and breadth that is found across global *feminist ecclesiologies. 
 In Part II, I develop a second case study on the Iron Age I Hebrew highland 
settlements. My case study of the highland settlements was prompted by my study of 
three distinct topics over the course of several years that led me to hypothesize that the 
highland settlements evidence and interpretations could shape ecclesial imagination and 
practice today. The three intersecting topics are the following: highland settlements 
research; historical studies in *feminist theology that argue for reimagining the past in 
liberative ways in order to generate social change in the present; and studies in the social 
and/or theological imaginary, particularly regarding the Christian theological imagination 
and how biblical stories like the origins of the Hebrew people in Canaan helped 
contribute to violence and even genocide. These three perspectives formed the rationale 
of my case study on highland settlements in Part Two. My intuitive perspective was that a 
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new history discovered at the origins of the Hebrew tradition, was important to study in 
this moment, especially as many are seeking newness and change in the church today.  
 While at first glance, *feminist ecclesiologies and the highland settlements might 
not appear to be obvious case studies to bring together, I felt that a new vision of the past 
might be an important factor in helping to imagine new ways of being church today from 
a feminist perspective. What I knew about the highland settlements from cursory studies 
was that they seemed to fit the category of liberative counterhistory that *feminists 
named important to social change. I was not sure whether such a claim would hold up 
under the scrutiny of a detailed case study, nor did I know exactly how ancient 
archeological evidence could shape ecclesial imaginary; and if there was even any 
rationale for doing such a project outside of the *feminist call to reimagine history. My 
hypothesis for the case study from a *feminist perspective was that the highland 
settlements provide a new vision of the past that can potentially effect ecclesial practice 
today by reshaping the social and/or theological imaginary. 
 In Part II, I focus on a study of the highland settlements that covers three topics of 
research. In Chapter Seven, I look beyond *feminist calls to reimagine history and name 
five additional rationales and precedents in Christian traditioning processes for inviting 
an ancient case study into an ecclesiological project. This chapter solidifies the relevancy 
of the highland settlements materials in a Christian ecclesiological context. After further 
establishing the rationale for bringing the highland settlements into an ecclesiology 
project, the next movement in Chapter Eight is a detailed study of the highland 
settlements materials found in secondary sources of archeological and biblical studies 
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literature. To conduct this study, I gathered and studied a comprehensive group of major 
archeological and biblical studies texts on the highland settlements.10 I organized the 
scholarly resources based on their research approaches and focus. Some research 
provides evidence about the cultural and ecological context of the highland settlements. 
This is primarily archeological research that brings forward the artefactual remains of the 
highland settlements and other evidence like pollen samples from the bottom of the sea of 
Galilee. This archeological research often provides an analysis of what these artifacts can 
teach about this time period and the highland settlements. The second category of 
research contains both biblical scholarship and archeological research that examines 
biblical texts in light of the archeological evidence to understand what these sources can 
teach us about ancient Israelite history. I name this research: Interpretation of 
Archeological Evidence. Chapter Seven concludes with a study of the four major models 
for interpreting archaeological evidence for the highland settlements in biblical studies 
discourse. Biblical scholars developed these models as attempts to synthesize the 
archeological evidence with the textual biblical stories. This discussion creates the 
platform that will ground the practical theological interpretation of the highland 
settlement evidence in Chapter Nine.  
 In Chapter Nine, I draw upon insights gained from my study of the highland 
settlements and ask: In what ways can the highland settlements archeological evidence 
help shape imagination for church today? I argue that the highland settlements can be 
 
10 I consulted with biblical scholars and the highland settlements literature to gather a fulsome bibliography. 
I owe special thanks to Drs. Katheryn Pfisterer Darr and Dr. Brandon Simonson.  
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understood as a liberative counterhistory and as such can contribute to a transformative 
practical theology of church by reshaping problematic aspects of the Christian social 
imaginary. My argument is developed in dialogue with sources on the theological 
imaginary, Grace Jantzen’s hermeneutics of natality and necrophilia, biblical texts, and a 
mnemohistorical interpretation of the biblical Exodus story (Ex 1—15:21). From these 
sources, I show the importance of the highland settlements for the church today.  
 In the final movement of the dissertation in Chapter Ten, I integrate insights from 
both case studies by discussing ways that the highland settlements evidence can augment 
the *feminist marks of the church. Lastly, I offer principles of practice, which I derive 
from my research and analysis of both case studies: analyze deeply, consider origins, 
cultivate utopian imagination, think holistically, and trust the process. The principles of 
practice suggest a variety of ways the case study materials can prompt new ecclesial 
imagination and practices particularly for those churches seeking to reimagine church 
today. I discuss each principle, as well as make suggestions for practice, or provide 
examples of ecclesial praxis, past and present that are illustrative of each principle. The 
final chapter provides guidance for churches to integrate insights from the case studies as 
they reflect on their own unique settings. The guidance is not meant to be prescriptive in 
a narrow sense, but rather to offer prompts for ecclesial imagination.  
Practical Theology: Contributions 
 As a practical theologian, I approach my research with attentiveness to the 
interactive relationship between theory and practice to inform future possibilities for 
human action. Joyce Mercer explains the future-facing dimension as foundational to 
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*feminist practical theology, marked by “imagining alternative futures in which women 
together with others may flourish. *Feminist practical theology thus works toward 
transformation of present injustice in light of these alternative visions.”11 This 
dissertation follows and contributes to what can be described as the transformational 
strand in practical theology. It also contributes to underdeveloped research in practical 
theology in areas like historical theology and biblical studies. This section describes 
contributions of my project to practical theology. 
Contributions to Transformational Practical Theology 
 This project follows and contributes to what Elaine Graham describes as the 
transformational strand in practical theology. For Graham, this includes “reconstructing 
tradition and practice in pursuit of… the transformation of church and society.”12 Bonnie 
Miller McLemore similarly describes this transformational work in practical theology as 
the “cultural activity of defining reality.”13 These voices resonate with Joyce Mercer’s 
claim that a central task in *feminist practical theology is to work toward the “toward 
transformation of present injustice.”14 Similarly, Kathleen Cahalan and Gordon Mikoski 
 
11 Joyce Mercer, “Feminist and Womanist Practical Theology,” in Openings in the Field of Practical 
Theology: An Introduction, eds. Kathleen Cahalan and Gordon S. Mikoski (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2014), 97. 
 
12 Elaine Graham, “Feminist Theory,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, ed. 
Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 194. 
 
13 Bonnie Miller-McLemore, “Feminist Theory in Pastoral Theology,” in Feminist and Womanist Pastoral 
Theology, ed. Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore and Brita L. Gill-Austern (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 
79. 
 
14 Joyce Ann Mercer, “Feminist and Womanist Practical Theology,” In Opening the Field of Practical 





contend that the aim of practical theological work is a critical “assessment of what is 
destructive and diminishing of our lives and what can be changed in order that 
individuals, communities, or societies can strive toward a more just common good.”15 My 
case study work is developed in order to help bring forward new visions of 
transformation for the church that can also impact society. By doing so, this work is part 
of what Miller-McLemore describes as “defining reality.”  
 Mary McClintock Fulkerson has shown that churches sometimes unwittingly 
bring forth tacit racist, sexist, and imperialistic theologies and practices in what she calls 
“hidden inheritances.”16 McClintock Fulkerson explains that “hidden inheritances” are, in 
part, what shapes the praxis of communities, even though communities are not fully 
conscious of them. When these “hidden inheritances” are harmful, they can contribute to 
an on-going wound.17 “Theologies that matter” emerge from such wounds because, as 
McClintock Fulkerson explains, “wounds can generate new thinking.”18 She explains, 
“Like a wound, theological thinking is generated by a sometimes inchoate sense that 
something must be addressed.”19  
 
15 Kathleen Cahalan and Gordon S. Mikoski, “Introduction,” In Opening the Field of Practical Theology, 
ed. Kathleen Cahalan and Gordon S. Mikoski (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2014), 3. 
 
16 Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Wordly Church (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 11. 
 
17 Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, 12-18. See specifically the section titled “Theology as a Response to a 
Wound.” 
 
18 McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, 13.  
 




 A resonance exists between McClintock Fulkerson’s concept of “hidden 
inheritances” and Charles Taylor’s description of the social imaginary as the space 
inhabited with myths, symbols, and stories – that create the norms of the social space.20 
Taylor explains that the social imaginary is pre-cognitive in that it is not often considered 
consciously. From this perspective, the social imaginary can be seen as bequeathing 
“hidden inheritances” upon a culture or, in the case of a congregation or parish, that 
function tacitly but nevertheless shapes practices and norms. Thereupon, for 
transformation to occur, the unconscious aspects of the social imaginary or “hidden 
inheritances” must be brought to consciousness. Bringing forward that which is hidden 
counters what McClintock Fulkerson calls “obliviousness,” which keeps habituated, 
oppressive responses hidden from those in positions of dominance.21 Countering 
obliviousness requires bringing forward hidden aspects of the social imaginary that are 
harmful so they can be transformed. In this case, openness about how western Christian 
historical imaginary has helped to shape imperialistic imagination and praxis. 
 But how can dealing with harmful “hidden inheritances” and/or aspects of a social 
imaginary lead to transformation? Here Rebecca Chopp’s analogy of liberation and 
critical practical theology as a form of social therapy is instructive.22 Chopp argues that 
practical theology can aide the work of transformation by acting as a form of social 
 
20 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, Public Planet Books (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2004), 23. 
 
21 McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, 15.  
 
22 Rebecca S. Chopp, “Christian Moral Imagination A Feminist Practical Theology and the Future of 




therapy, which “investigates and excavates the past, seeing points of connection, 
correlation, relation and works to make a new, and more adequate, future.”23 Chopp 
explains that the therapeutic process is two-fold in that it involves imagining the future, 
which is dependent on making new meaning out of the past. In the context of an 
individual, when people are able to understand the past in new ways, then they can 
compose “a new narrative for [their] life.”24 Chopp explains that only when new meaning 
is made out of the past “can the person have any real new beginnings, any real 
futuring.”25 This same premise can be applied to social groups; transformation is 
integrally related to historical interpretation.  
Contributions to Historical Approaches in Practical Theology 
 My dissertation contributes to historical approaches in practical theology because 
I engage in *feminist ecclesiological discourse spanning several decades, a history-
informed review of the historical marks of the church and also a historical study of the 
highland settlements evidence. As I have already stated, I follow *feminist perspectives 
that argue history can be an important site of transformation. In addition, I recognize that 
the contributions *feminist theologians have made to ecclesiology over the last several 
decades have yet to be fully integrated into church praxis; I continue to cull this discourse 
past and present for its wisdom and to continue to build up a feminist theological 
tradition. 
 
23 Chopp, “Christian Moral Imagination,” 102. 
 
24 Chopp, “Christian Moral Imagination,” 106. 
 
25 Chopp, “Christian Moral Imagination,” 106. 
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 According to James Brandt, historical strands of research in practical theology 
focuses on how the writing and development of history is very often entangled in power 
dynamics and who has the power to shape history and who has been “erased from 
history.”26 Brandt explains that practical theology that attends to history “can contribute 
to the interpretive task of practical theology, particularly by attending to disguised 
histories and by filling out interpretive, normative, and strategic work with its insight in 
the way historical forces have shaped current situations.27 As such, historically focused 
practical theology can be a vital approach to deal with the “hidden inheritances” within 
the Christian ecclesiology.28  
Contributions to Biblical Approaches in Practical Theology 
 The practical theological approach of this dissertation also includes engagement 
with biblical texts and biblical studies, most markedly in the case study on the highland 
settlements. I give particular attention to the settling of the Hebrew people in Canaan, 
which is largely told through the conquest narrative in Joshua (Josh. 3—9), and I bring 
the highland settlements evidence into dialogue with the biblical texts, some of which 
undergird the conquest narrative and some of which point to other historical possibilities. 
The dissertation draws upon biblical studies and contributes to the minimal, but 
important, work in practical theology that engages in biblical approaches.  
 
26 James Brandt, “Historical Theology,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, ed. 
Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 372. 
 
27 Brandt, “Historical Theology,” 374. 
 




For various reasons the Bible has not been widely attended to in practical 
theological research. In his essay The Use of Scripture, Paul Ballard cites several reasons 
for this lack of attention: the diverse approaches within Christian traditions to the 
authority of the Bible; the disciplinary fragmentation of modern academic theology; and 
the identity issues practical theology has faced as it has emerged as a field.29 He argues 
that this lack of attention is problematic and that practical theologians should focus on the 
Bible because it is a formative authority in Christian doctrine and ethics and is central to 
the theological enterprise. Ballard forcefully concludes that “[t]he Bible is too important 
to be left to biblical scholars and the systematic theologians.”30 
 To illustrate the lack of research available on the Bible in practical theology, the 
field has produced only one book dedicated solely to the topic: Using the Bible in 
Practical Theology, by Zoe Bennett.31 To nuance the seeming lack of attention to the 
Bible, I add that many practical theologians do engage the Bible in substantive ways, 
including Tom Long, Mitri Rahab, and Jack Seymour among others.32 What is lacking is 
a fully developed interdisciplinary discourse between practical theology and biblical 
 
29 Paul Ballard, “The Use of Scripture,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, ed. 
Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 162. 
 
30 Ballard, “The Use of Scripture,” 171. 
 
31 Zoë Bennett, Using the Bible in Practical Theology: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, 
Explorations in Practical, Pastoral, and Empirical Theology (Farnham, Surrey, England ; Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2013), 3. 
 
32 Thomas Long, Preaching as a Theological Task: World, Gospel, Scripture (Westminster John Knox, 
1996); Thomas Long, The Witness of Preaching, Second Edition (Westminster John Knox, 2005); Mitri 
Raheb, Faith in the Face of Empire: The Bible through Palestinian Eyes (Maryknoll: Orbis. 2014); Jack L. 




studies, the development of which has been limited almost exclusively to two fields 
related to practical theology: religious education and homiletics.33 This limitation 
indicates the need and potential for expanding biblical approaches. I argue in this 
dissertation that the need is especially strong in ecclesiology. 
Mary Boys has shown that practical theology and biblical studies have not 
engaged in much interdisciplinary work.34 Though she writes from a religious education 
standpoint, her points are relevant to other fields in practical theology as well. In her 
essay, “Religious Education and Contemporary Biblical Scholarship,” she argues that the 
 
33 Paul H. Ballard, “The Bible in Theological Reflection: Indications from the History of Scripture,” 
Practical Theology 4, no. 1 (April 1, 2011): 35-47; Paul H. Ballard, “The Use of Scripture,” 162; Zoë 
Bennett and Christopher Rowland, “Action is the Life of All: New Testament Theology and Practical 
Theology” in The Nature of New Testament Theology, eds., C. Rowland and C. Tuckett (Oxford: Blackwell 
2006), 186-206; Mary Boys, “Religious Education and Biblical Scholarship,” Religious Education 74 
(March-April 1979): 182-197; Mary Boys, “Studying and Teaching the Scriptures with Imagination,” Word 
in Life 38/4 (November 1990): 10-13; Mary Boys, “Interpreting Anti-Jewish Texts,” Sh'ma 31/579 (April 
2001): 9; Richard S. Briggs, “Biblical Hermenuetics and Practical Theology: Method and Truth in 
Context,” ATR 97.2 (2015): 201-217; Sally A. Brown, “Hermeneutics in Protestant Practical Theology,” in 
Opening the Field of Practical Theology: An Introduction, eds., Kathleen A. Cahalan and Gordon S. 
Mikoski (Plymouth: Rowan & Littlefield, 2014); Eunjoo Mary Kim. “Preaching as the Art of Shared 
Leadership” in Women, Church, and Leadership: New Paradigms, eds. Eunjoo Mary Kim and Deborah 
Creamer (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publishers, 2012); David Jacobsen, “Homiletical Exegesis and Theologies 
of Revelation: Biblical Preaching from Text to Sermon in an Age of Methodological Pluralism,” 
in Systematisch Praktisch: Festschrift für Reiner Preul, eds. W. Härle, B-M Haese, K. Hansen, and E. 
Herms (Marburg: N. G. Elwert Verlag, 2005), 449-461; David Jacobsen, “Preaching as the Unfinished 
Task of Theology: Grief, Trauma, and Early Christian Texts in Homiletical Interpretation,” Theology 
Today 70:4 (January, 2014): 407-16; David Jacobsen, “Introduction and Chapters 1-2,” in Homiletical 
Theology: Preaching as Doing Theology (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2015), 3-55; Mary Elizabeth 
Moore, Education for Continuity and Change: A Traditioning Model for Christian Religious Education 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1983); Mary Elizabeth Moore, Teaching from the Heart: Theology and Educational 
Method (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991). 
 
34 Other practical theologians discuss this as well: Margaret Whipp, “Lucky Lections: On Using the Bible 
in Practical Theology,” Practical Theology 5, no. 3 (December 1, 2012): 341-344; Paul H. Ballard, “The 
Bible in Theological Reflection: Indications from the History of Scripture.” Practical Theology 4, no. 1 
(April 1, 2011): 35-47; Christopher Rowland and Zoë Bennett. “Action is the Life of All: The Bible and 




limited interdisciplinary work is due in part to the fact that the field of biblical studies is 
so erudite that it is hard to take it out of the academy.35 She explains: 
[The] enormous proliferation of knowledge in fields such as archaeology, linguistics 
and comparative religions has necessitated specialization… The erudition of the 
biblical scholar is proving a two-edged sword, as non-specialists—even those fairly 
well educated in theology—can scarcely follow the increasingly esoteric 
discussions.36 
She claims that this is not the fault of biblical studies but of religious educators; it is their 
task to bring biblical scholarship to broader audiences. However, to do so she argues that 
religious educators must be prepared for this task, which may require collaboration with 
biblical scholars.37 For Boys, this is necessary for biblical scholarship to move into a new 
“period in which attention is given to the integration of its findings into the life of 
churches and synagogues.”38 This dissertation aims for such integration.  
 New Testament biblical scholars such as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza have 
generated interdisciplinary ecclesiological work using technical biblical and historical 
scholarship along with feminist theology. However, Schüssler Fiorenza was trained as a 
New Testament scholar and crossing the disciplinary divide into theology from biblical 
studies can be an easier than vice versa, as she once told me in a one-on-one 
conversation. It can be harder for practical theologians because of the very specialized 
 
35 Boys, Mary. “Religious Education and Biblical Scholarship,” Religious Education 74 (March-April 
1979): 182-197. 
 
36 Boys, “Religious Education and Biblical Scholarship,” 182-183. 
 
37 Boys, “Religious Education and Biblical Scholarship,” 197. 
 




methods and knowledge in biblical studies. Because of this, Mary Boys has explained 
that practical theologians do not necessarily have the technical expertise to feel confident 
generating practical theological work that is focused on biblical studies or archeological 
research.39  
 As a practical theologian, I gained confidence to develop this project that engages 
archeology and biblical studies by working with several biblical scholars throughout my 
practical theological education.40 These have included Dr. Kathe Darr, from whom I took 
several courses and with whom I worked closely in comprehensive exams on the topics 
explored in this dissertation. She has also been a close reader on Part II of the 
dissertation.41 I also worked closely with Dr. Brandon Simonson at key points of my 
research on highland settlements. 
 In conclusion, this project contributes to practical theological research in at least 
three ways. It contributes to the focus on transformation, in this case transformation in 
historical and biblical perspectives for the sake of transformed ecclesiology and ecclesial 
practice. 
 
39 Mary C. Boys, Biblical Interpretation in Religious Education: A Study of the Kerygmatic Era 
(Birmingham: Religious Education Press, 1980). In this book, Boys names several key reasons why 
practical theologians do not produce interdisciplinary work with biblical studies or archeological research: 
lay people are not finding the Bible relevant to actual lives; biblical studies becoming more technical; 
religious education becoming more bewildered by technical advancements in biblical studies; and a certain 
arrogance found within some biblical scholars. 
 
40 During these programs, I took a variety of courses in biblical studies, studied ancient Hebrew as one of 
my research languages, and developed relationships with several biblical scholars that consult with me on 
my work. New Testament scholar, William Herzog, was an advisor to my Master’s Thesis. Boston 
University biblical scholar, Professor Katheryn Phisterer Darr, worked with me on several of my 
comprehensive exams and will act as a second reader on the biblical studies portions of this dissertation. I 
have also worked with Ancient Near Eastern scholar Dr. Brandon Simonson. 
 
41 I took the following courses with Prof. Darr at Boston University School of Theology: Ancient Hebrew I 
& II; Violence in the Hebrew Bible.  
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Contributions to *Feminist Theology 
 My dissertation contributes to *feminist theology by both bringing forward 
*feminist ecclesiological work of the last several decades as an important source for 
ecclesiology today, and developing my own *feminist practical theological constructions, 
like the *feminist marks of the church. Bringing forward *feminist discourse is important 
because *feminist theologians and scholars in other fields have highlighted that 
modernist hegemonic academic work often seeks to devalue earlier work by casting it as 
theoretically naïve, and therefore no longer relevant. In this environment, Carol Christ, 
asks “will feminists knowingly or unknowingly contribute to the suppression of our own 
history? Given that feminists must work within situations of power and politics that we 
did not create, it is not inevitable that we will transmit the work of other feminists fairly 
and accurately.”42 Rosemary Radford Reuther speaks to this issue also when she explains 
that the history of the early feminist theological movement is being remembered in a way 
that is simplistic and “violates and indeed erases my own experience and that of a cohort 
of other feminist theologians.”43 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza notes that “[p]atriarchal or 
kyriarchical power robs wo/men of their intellectual traditions. Consequently, the next 
feminist generations cannot learn from the thought of their predecessors, but are forced to 
 
42 Carol P. Christ, “Whose History Are We Writing? Reading Feminist Texts with a Hermeneutic of 
Suspicion,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 20/2 (2004): 60. 
 
43 Braude, Ann, ed. Transforming the Faiths of Our Fathers: Women Who Changed American Religion 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 74. 
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reinvent the intellectual wheel again and again.”44 Emily R. Neill addresses this topic 
from the perspective of a self-identified third generation feminist as she explains: “[T]he 
next generation of feminists vie for positions in the field and, importantly, within the 
academy, “earlier work by feminist pioneers is “reworked,” often misread, or . . . 
categorized in ways that minimize its continued importance.”45 Neill argues that, because 
second and third generation *feminist theologians entering the academy, focused their 
work on contemporary postmodern critical theoretical tools, they tended to discount the 
work of *feminist foremothers because they did not live up to current theoretical trends.  
 Another challenge for feminist ecclesiology is that recent trends in academic 
discourse devalues large scale transformative visions that were once a hallmark of 
*feminist theological work: “grander scale transformative visions and creative 
reimaginings.”46 Neill explains: 
In her essay, [Serene] Jones outlines the problem of reconciling a more theoretically 
sophisticated feminist approach with feminist theology and laments the relatively 
small constructive theological risks newer feminists can make if they take seriously 
the epistemological insights of feminist theory. Yet she laments the loss of grander 
scale transformative visions and creative reimaginings that were possible in “earlier” 
feminist days exactly as she narrows that vision by framing the issue in terms of what 
Chopp calls “the bifocals of modern epistemology.”47 
 
44 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “To Celebrate Life – Honoring the Feminist The*ological Leadership of 
Catharina Halkes at the Occasion of Her 90th Birthday” Key Note Address, (Nymegen, Netherlands) 
September 4, 2010.  
 
45 Emily R. Neill et al., “Roundtable Discussion: From Generation to Generation: Horizons in Feminist 
Theology or Reinventing the Wheel?,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15, no. 1 (1999): 104-105. 
 
46Neill, “Reinventing the Wheel,” 106, italics added. 
 




Neill argues that a narrowed scope of work has caused a situation where the far-reaching 
constructive imaginings of earlier *feminist theological work that was geared towards 
sweeping institutional change has been dismissed because it does not align with current 
theoretical trends. Newer work has not made similar sweeping, structural reimaginings. 
Neill argues that, “[i]f one does not address the political aims of feminist theological 
projects, focusing instead primarily on epistemological concerns, much of what is at the 
heart of feminist theology is lost.”48  
 Ada Maria Isasi-Díaz raised similar concerns that grand vision or utopic practice 
is a creative form of hope that is a tool of resistance by the oppressed. She discusses the 
problematic nature of the postmodern ideal that does away with all meta-narratives or 
totalizing visions that are part of a utopic practice. She contends that the “rejection of 
utopian projects by those with privilege and power is a way of imprisoning so called 
minorities in the in-betweens.”49 I raise this topic because many of the feminist critical 
and constructive approaches that I will discuss in this chapter have the scope of what 
could be considered grand or utopic visions. This type of imaginative work should not be 
discounted and in fact may contain visions that were ahead of their time, and now may be 
the time to implement some of them more fully. As such, I do not want to make the 
mistake of dismissing their work because some of their work can be critiqued from the 
standpoint of newer forms of critical theory. 
 
48 Neill, “Reinventing the Wheel,” 106. 
 
49 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, “Burlando al Opresor: Mocking/Tricking the Oppressor: Dreams and Hopes of 
Hispanas/Latinas and Mujeristas,” Theological Studies 65, no. 2 (May 2004): 161. 
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  I am committed to preserve the fullness of *feminist theological intellectual 
traditions and to build upon them. I do this while using contemporary critical lenses, but 
also with a suspicion of those lens, particularly the post-modern dismissal of utopic 
projects as named by Isasi-Díaz. Feminists are beginning to reclaim the utopic or grand 
visions as vital creative work needed to transform the current destructive systems of 
oppression.50 Many of the works I discuss below contain this broad creative edge of 
promulgating grand visions for the church and sweeping historical approaches. I regard 
these broad works, not as naïve, as post-modern perspectives have sometimes considered 
them, but as subversive utopic projects. I am influenced by this work and seek to develop 
similar types of work in my own practical theological construction. Part of building that 
51feminist intellectual tradition is continuing to bring forth the ‘canon’ of feminist work, 
rather than dismissing it. 
Ecclesiology: Contributions to Reimagining the Future of the Church 
 Throughout this dissertation, I speak about ecclesial imagination and social 
imaginaries. Philosophical theories of the social imaginary are important in guiding my 
 
50 Several texts from a feminist perspective argue for the utopic imagination as a critical praxis for social 
change: Noah Berlatsky, “Imagine There's No Gender: The Long History of Feminist Utopian Literature,” 
The Atlantic, (April 15, 2013); Alexandra Brodsky and Rachel Kauder-Nalebuff, eds., The Feminist Utopia 
Project: Fifty-Seven Visions of a Wildly Better Future (New York: The Feminist Press, 2015); Claire P. 
Curtis, “Rehabilitating Utopia: Feminist Science Fiction and Finding the Ideal.” Contemporary Justice 
Review 8, no. 2 (June 2005): 147-162; Mary Doak, “Feminism, Pragmatism, and Utopia: A Catholic 
Theological Response,” American Journal of Theology & Philosophy 24, no. 1 (2003): 22-39; Beatrice 
Halsaa, “A Feminist Utopia.” Scandinavian Political Studies, Vol. 11, no. 4 (1988); Erin McKenna, The 
Task of Utopia: A Pragmatist and Feminist Perspective (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2001); Robin Silbergleid, “Women, Utopia, and Narrative: Toward a Postmodern Feminist Citizenship,” 
Hypatia 12, no. 4 (1997): 156-77. 
 




work in theological and ecclesial imagination. In philosophical discourse, the social 
imaginary refers to the overarching imaginary or worldview that shapes a particular 
culture. Theorist Charles Taylor, in Modern Social Imaginaries, describes it as the 
primary schema that creates the norms in a culture and shapes human interactions and 
expectations. Taylor defines the social imaginary as the space inhabited with myths, 
symbols, and stories and shaping norms: “it is a common understanding that makes 
possible common practice and a widely-shared sense of legitimacy.”52 This space is not 
only marked by logical and rational analysis, but is more predominantly aesthetic and 
poetic in its mapping. In many ways, it is pre-cognitive in that it is often not consciously 
considered. 
 The concept of the social imaginary pairs well with constructive practical 
theological work because it articulates how myths, symbols, stories, histories, metaphors, 
narratives, and media operate in cultural contexts—in the imagination of peoples.53 It 
further illumines how imaginaries guide the creation of a culture, including: institutions, 
norms, ways of doing things, common sense, and/or what people expect to see in the 
world. Because the social imaginary operates primarily, in a language similar to the 
language of theology—myth, symbol and metaphor—it can shed light on how theology 
 
52 Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 23. 
 
53 Many theologians are already using the concept of the social imaginary in their theological work. Three 
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(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999); Keri Day, Religious Resistance to Neoliberalism: 
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shapes social practices. As such, it echoes practical theology because it articulates the 
theory-practice relationship.  
 The language of “imaginary” is useful in my practical theological work because it 
explicitly names ways by which theoretical space operates within cultures. The language 
is also valuable for developing strategies for changing cultures and practices. By shifting 
dominant myths, symbols, metaphors, and/or histories, social imaginaries are subject to 
change. New imaginaries envision new ways of doing things as other than the current 
way. This new imaginary, or radical imaginary emerges out of the old imaginary and 
pushes it into a new shape.54 In this dissertation, the understanding and power of 
imaginaries can point in important directions for reshaping ecclesiology and ecclesial 
practice.  
 Theologians have provided nuanced analyses of contemporary social imaginaries 
in the U.S. (or broader western culture) exploring how they have led to intersectional 
oppression in economic, gender, and race systems. These imaginaries re-inscribe and 
replicate systems of oppression on a global scale. Three people who make such a case are 
Grace Jantzen, Keri Day, and Willie James Jennings, each of whom are important sources 
for my research.55 Each author points to the need for humans to live differently in order 
to change destructive systems. They urge people to embody a counter-imperial social 
imaginary by developing different ways of living and building community. Yet they do 
 
54 Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998), 372. 
 




not make a turn towards a detailed practical theological exploration of how such 
communities could be designed and developed. 
 My dissertation aims to prompt practical ecclesiological inspiration for churches 
by interrogating the problematic imaginaries of dominant church structures. I do this by 
bring forward *feminist ecclesiological visions that can inspire deeper institutional 
analysis and change; and by interpreting the Iron Age I highland settlements evidence as 
an origins story that can help shape the theological imaginary in the present moment. I 
hope this ecclesiological work can help shift the social imaginary within the church by 
opening the church’s imagination. True to practical theology and social imaginary theory, 
these changes in the imaginary and in practices will influence one another, in a practice-
theory-practice relationship.  
Significance of Ecclesiology in the Present Moment 
 My ecclesiological project has particular importance for today, as churches are 
facing two significant problems that call for the development of new forms of being the 
church. The first problem is church decline in attendance and other measures of vitality, 
even as churches search for ways to become more relevant in our current culture. The 
second problem facing the church is one of global proportions; the world is facing 
ecological and social problems on an earth-threatening scale. Humanity is currently 
consuming the planet’s resources at a rate that would need 1.6 earths to sustain, which 
places unmanageable pressure on natural resources and environments.56 The earth is also 
 
56 Consumption statistic from the “Living Planet Report 2016,” from the World Wide Fund for Nature. 




undergoing climate change that comes with extreme weather patterns, rising sea levels, 
and threats to global agricultural production. In addition, dominant western social and 
economic practices often destroy communities and leave people disconnected from the 
natural world and isolated from one another.57  
These problems are complex and intersectional but I argue, as have others, that 
they are connected to patriarchal and imperial social imaginaries that lead to oppressive 
sexist and racist cultural systems that devalue people and the natural world.58 Eco-
feminist theologian Ivone Gebara argues that the patriarchal logic that leads to “economic 
globalization” leads to economic exclusion of the poor and the destruction of their 
lands.59 Many scholars have referred to this problematic intersectional social system with 
the shorthand language of “empire.” David Korten defines empire as: 
 
http://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/lpr_living_planet_report_2016_summary.pdf. According to David 
Korten, “The difference between human consumption and the regenerative capacity of Earth is made up by 
depleting the natural capital of the planet… The consequence is to extract a temporary and unsustainable 
subsidy from Earth to support current consumption at the expense of our children and their children for 
generations to come.” See David Korten, The Great Turning: From Empire to Earth Community (San 
Francisco: Berrett, 2006), 58-59. 
 
57 George Tinker, Spirit and Resistance: Political Theology and American Indian Liberation (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2004). In this book, American Indian theologian George Tinker argues that the western 
worldview is oriented towards linear temporality and individualism, which leads to an economic system 
predicated on individual amassment of wealth and an endless pursuit of progress that manifests as 
“development.” In this perspective, the earth is a resource to be consumed. This differs from an indigenous 
worldview that is oriented spatially and the societal ideal is one of balance and harmony with the natural 
world and communalism. Western world efforts to “develop” indigenous nations result in cultural and 
worldview genocide. 
 
58 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Cultural Talks in the Hot Peace: Revisiting the ‘Global Village,’” in 
Cosmopolitics, eds., Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 
373. Here Spivak argues that the “general ideology of global development is racist paternalism.” 
 
59 Ivone Gebara, Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 
Press, 2001), 2-3. Other feminist sources that look at the intersections of ecological and social issues are: 
Karen Baker-Fletcher, Sisters of Dust, Sisters of Spirit: Womanist Wordings on God and Creation 




the organization of society by hierarchies of domination grounded in violent 
chauvinisms of race, gender, religion, nationality, language, and class. The result has 
been the same for 5,000 years, fortune for the few and misery for the many. 
Increasingly destructive of children, family, community, and nature, the way of 
Empire is leading to environmental and social collapse.60 
 
In contrast, *feminist theologians inherently value and seek to enhance the flourishing of 
all life on the planet; thus, they identify the current global situation as a justice issue for 
the human family and the whole ecological web. We are facing the problem that, unless 
we dramatically shift the way we live, we will continue to destroy human life and the 
planet.61 
While this host of problems facing the church and our world may sound 
overwhelming and depressing, there is also a hopeful edge to being within the current 
situation. The church is seeking direction and does not know the way forward. We are in 
a liminal space, wanting newness but not knowing exactly what that newness will be. 
This unknowing can create a space for the emergence and birth of newness. The church 
and world are facing a state of emergence; I believe that the church can be a harbinger of 
a more just and ecologically stable human culture. To do so the church must embrace the 
change that will be required to usher in something new.  
 
TX: Environmental Ethics Books, 1995); John Hart, Sacramental Commons: Christian Ecological Ethics, 
for the series “Nature’s Meaning” ed. Roger Gottlieb (Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); Elizabeth A Johnson, 
Ask the Beasts: Darwin and the God of Love (London: Bloomsbury, 2015); Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
Gaia & God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1992.); 
Mary Evelyn Tucker, Worldly Wonder: Religions Enter their Ecological Phase (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 
2003). 
 
60 David Korten, “The Great Turning: From Empire to Earth Community,” David Korten (blog), September 
10, 2010, https://davidkorten.org/great-turning-book/. 
 
61 Tinker, Spirit and Resistance, 24. Here Tinker explains, that “what is unique to the contemporary crisis is 
that today’s western empire is a network of mass-consumption societies with technologies enough to 
destroy the world.”  
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As I write, the United States cultural context in the first quarter of the 21st century 
is dealing with rapid technological and social change, extreme socioeconomic divides, 
racial injustice, the Covid-19 pandemic, and ecological patterns of climate change, all of 
which are pressing the need for broad institutional change across all sectors of public and 
private life. The church is no exception. Now is a time for churches to reckon with 
harmful pasts and problematic presents and to imagine a new way of being church that 
more fully embodies the ideals of the Gospel. Much work is needed, but the case study 
analyses in this dissertation provide analytical tools and prompt imagination for helping 
churches birth something new. My hope is that the case studies and *feminist 
interpretations of this dissertation will contribute to the processes of revitalization that 
many churches are undertaking. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  
ECCLESIOLOGY AND EXPERIENCE  
I come to this work from my deep love of the church and my desire for it to live 
more fully into a vision of the Kin-dom of God.62 In this chapter I will discuss 
experiences from my life that have fed the roots of this project and my method, drawing 
from my own experiences as a Christian and within the church. My commitment to help 
bring about change within the church stems from my experience of oppression as a queer-
identified person. In addition to this, over the last two decades, I have served in the 
leadership of several churches as they went through innovation processes to help them 
deal with the changing culture around them. However, in each instance, these churches 
did not engage in *feminist liberationist theological discourse in their change processes. 
Engagement with *feminist discourse could have helped these churches envision a deeper 
level of change and helped them live more fully into a vision of the Kin-dom of God. 
  I include this chapter in my dissertation for two key reasons. First, it shows how 
my biography contributes to my work in a self-conscious and self-reflective way. As a 
*feminist scholar, I am committed to understanding my own biography and experiences 
as implicit and even an explicit part of my method of research. Critical theorists have 
rightly noted that no scholarship is objective. My personal biography contributes to my 
methodology and the shaping of my project as do the intellectual resources upon which I 
have drawn.  
 
62 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, “Kin-Dom of God: Mujerista Proposal,” in In Our Own Voices: Latino/a 
Renditions of Theology, ed. Benjamin Valentin (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010). 
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Second, each of the churches in this discussion helps provide an example of 
change processes in different ecclesial communities and poses questions about how 
change processes might be deepened by *feminist critiques and visions. My aim is to 
encourage churches engaged in change processes to turn to *feminist theological and 
ecclesiological discourse to help them. To that end, I offer a comprehensive literature 
review and analysis of white feminist, womanist, mujerista, African, and Asian women’s 
ecclesiological sources in Part I of the dissertation. The *feminist critiques and visions in 
Part I can help churches undergoing change processes like the ones I discuss in this 
chapter, and also to go deeper into their analysis of patriarchal ecclesial structures and in 
their ideas for change.  
 The present chapter is organized in four major sections. In the first section, I 
describe my experience of coming out as a gay woman in my family in which my mother 
was a self-professed “born-again” Christian with a biblical literalist and fundamentalist 
theology, and my father a Roman Catholic. At first, neither parent had resources from 
their faith tradition or social networks to enable them to reconcile having a gay daughter 
with their Christian faith. This led to a difficult coming out experience that has in part 
shaped my vocational call. My experience of coming out as a gay white woman in a very 
conservative and theologically hostile Christian environment gave me the gift of a 
perspective from the margins. While I still embody much social privilege in the world, as 
an educated, middle class, white woman, I have also experienced harm and 
marginalization as a queer person. These two, contradictory aspects of my identity and 
experience have given me the strong desire to utilize my education, talents, and privilege 
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to help bring about a more just church and world. Despite the harm I experienced as a gay 
white woman from Christian theologies and churches, I still believe that the church can 
contribute towards crafting a better world. I will briefly explore this coming out 
experience because it helps set the frame for my ecclesiological experiences in three 
churches and my theological projects, especially this dissertation.  
 Following this section on my coming-out experience, I will describe three 
experiences I had in different churches, all of which were undergoing or had recently 
undergone strategic change initiatives. Each church went through an intentional change 
process in order to generate visions and practices to help the church become more 
relevant, overcome decline, and contribute to a more just world. As a leader within these 
three churches I was part of each of these change processes in an active way. During my 
time at the second church in this discussion, I began my graduate theological studies at 
Andover Newton and first encountered white feminist, womanist, mujerista, African and 
Asian women’s theologies. Reading this *feminist work gave me a new lens on the 
churches’ different change processes and their outcomes. In comparison to the critiques 
and visions of *feminist theology, the changes that these churches were implementing 
seemed to remain at surface level, and did not attempt to analyze deeply entrenched 
patriarchal structures. None of these churches drew upon *feminist theological or 
ecclesiological discourse as a resource in their change processes. However, *feminist 
work could have helped each of them to expand their vision and make more significant 
and even radical changes in their practice. Such work could have enabled them to become 
even more just in their practice and could have even greater impact in generating positive 
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social change in their communities. In the following sections, I will reflect here on my 
familial experience, and then on the three ecclesial change processes from a feminist 
perspective.  
Evangelical and Gay  
 I grew up in a conservative Christian home, my mother, an evangelical biblical 
fundamentalist, and my father a Roman Catholic. It was an ecumenical mix that included 
Catholic mass and catechism every Sunday, alongside a dispensationalist view of 
Christianity from my mother. I grew up believing we were in the ‘end times’ and the 
rapture and the anti-Christ were surely coming. In this context, I knew about gay people 
and homosexuality, but only cursorily—being taught that these people were another 
‘sign-of-the-times’ and further evidence of how far our culture had strayed from God’s 
Word.  
 When I was in 8th grade, homosexuality came close to home. A close family 
friend named Sam came out as gay.63 As a response, my mom called a family meeting. 
The tone was so somber I thought someone had died. In a hushed voice, my mom 
explained that Sam was a homosexual. She followed up that we should not worry because 
he was going to talk with his pastor, and that we could support him by praying for him. 
She explained that Sam had lost his way and was being tempted by the devil. All we 
needed to do was help him pray the gay away. 
 




 Sam’s gay, in fact, did not go away. And it was in this context that I discovered 
my own homosexual feelings. It was terrifying—How could I be a Sam? I was a good 
Christian girl, I prayed for my friends to ‘get saved’; I prayed for people like Sam. How 
had I ended up with these feelings for another girl? I was filled with shame and self-
loathing and now focused my prayers towards myself. I dealt with the internal conflict 
between my own desires and what I thought God desired through heavy drinking and 
smoking. This conflict and the self-medicating behaviors intensified in college. For 
nearly a decade, I wrestled with my sexuality and my faith seeking to reconcile the two in 
often hostile environments. 
 In college, I had a series of painful relationships and eventually sought support 
from my mom. One rainy afternoon on our way to a small diner near Kent State 
University, I came out to her. I was depressed after a particularly painful break-up and in 
a desperate moment of longing for connection, I blurted it out—I am gay and my 
girlfriend just dumped me. My mom sat stunned for a moment, and then, “What?!? 
You’re a homosexual?!? No, you can’t be! God is clear about this—it’s is a sin, an 
abomination.” My heartache from the break-up was at once overshadowed by a fear of 
losing my family and a resurgence of what I felt was God’s hatred. 
 This began a long and tumultuous process where I engaged in open dialogue with 
my mom and other members of my family about the sinfulness of homosexuality. I began 
to research gay theology and devoured every book I could find in bookstores during the 
late 1990’s: Stranger at the Gate, by Mel White; What the Bible Really Says About 
Homosexuality, by Daniel Helminiak; Homosexuality and the Christian Faith, by Walter 
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Wink.64 These books became my new canon. I used them to argue over scripture passages 
and theological perspectives with my mom. Eventually my uncle, who was the pastor of a 
small evangelical church, got involved. He supported my mom’s views, reiterating that 
homosexuality was a sin, with the nuance that ‘we could love the sinner hate the sin.’ He 
dismissed the credibility of any theology written in support of LGBTQ+ people because 
they were in large part written by queer-identified people. He cited statistics about the 
high numbers of suicide in LGBTQ+ people and used this as proof of how far 
homosexuals had strayed from God. He even went so far as to liken homosexuality to 
drug addiction and murder. Sometime during the height of these conversations my uncle 
recommended I go to church. And despite the anger I felt towards him—I went.  
Ecclesial Experience One 
 My uncle recommended I find a ‘seeker friendly’ church. That is a non-traditional 
church that is marketed towards a younger crowd or those who had never been to church 
before. A small ‘seeker-friendly,’ conservative, evangelical church in Kent, Ohio was just 
such a place.65 The music, the environment, and the people were welcoming. The Sunday 
services took place in the evening in an old warehouse that had huge, paned windows that 
stretched to the ceiling. The windows looked right out onto the banks of the Cuyahoga 
River. The open space was filled with small café tables, a coffee bar, and a wooden 
platform that served as a worship stage and pulpit of sorts. I immediately fell in love with 
 
64Daniel A Helminiak, What the Bible Really Says about Homosexuality (Tajique, NM: Alamo Square 
Press, 1994); Mel White, Stranger at the Gate: To Be Gay and Christian in America (New York: Plume, 
1995); Walter Wink, ed., Homosexuality and Christian Faith: Questions of Conscience for the Churches 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1999).  
 
65 I have removed all identifying information for the sake of anonymity for the church. 
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its gritty ruggedness, its hipster worship band, and the pastor who wore black-rimmed 
glasses, t-shirt and jeans while preaching. Looking back, everything about it was an 
emergent church cliché but it spoke to me at the time.  
 During my first service, the music brought me to tears as I sat at a small café table 
alone. In that moment, overcome with emotion I heard a still, small voice within me say, 
“You have been so worried about five verses in the Bible that you’ve missed the bigger 
picture. Forget about that for a little while and just Be.” These five biblical verses were 
what are known as the ‘clobber passages’—the five main verses in the Bible that are 
often interpreted as evidence that homosexuality is an abomination to God 
(Leviticus 18:22; Leviticus 20:13; 1 Corinthians 6:9-11; 1 Timothy 1:9-10; Romans 1:25-
27). They are often used as evidence that God hates homosexuality in biblical 
fundamentalist contexts. This inner voice gave me permission, for the first time in years, 
to stop worrying about whether homosexuality was a sin or not. It gave me permission to 
be—just as I was—and to let the music, words, and community wash over me. 
  I started going to the church every week. Shortly after, I made a significant 
connection with the pastor, his wife, and other leaders in the church. After a few weeks, I 
came out to the pastor and his wife; I wanted to be honest about who I was so they could 
choose to be my friend or not fully knowing who I was. I found more acceptance than I 
expected in their response. They said they were not sure whether homosexuality was a sin 
or not, but they were sure that I had ‘a call’ to serve God. As limited as that acceptance 
seems to me today, at that time it felt like a profound recognition. They invited me to take 
part in a newly forming leadership team, a small group of five, that was being formed to 
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help guide the church. I felt alive in a new way and excited of the community and its 
nascent leadership team. It felt like a coming home.  
 During this time, I was almost finished with an undergraduate degree in graphic 
design, but my leadership work at the church inspired me. I loved studying about ancient 
models of church, contemporary culture, and new ways of being community. For the first 
time, I felt a strong sense that I wanted to pursue ministry as a vocation, but I was 
conflicted. I was not sure if women could be pastors, but I knew that gay people could 
not. During the first few months I was on the leadership team I had decided not to worry 
about whether it was sinful or not to be gay. However, about 6-months into this 
leadership process, a new person showed up at the church who proclaimed he was an ex-
gay. He was a medical doctor and had a lot of clout within the community and the pastor 
recommended I talk with him. He shared with me several books and invited me to an ex-
gay support group. I kept an open mind, read the books and went to the group. But what I 
found in each were unconvincing evidence for why people were gay, extremely 
oppressive theology, and homophobic people. But despite this, I still felt deep within me 
that it was not acceptable in the eyes of God to be gay. After much discernment, writing, 
and prayer I decided that I too would become an “ex-gay.” I did not think that I would 
somehow become ‘straight,’ but rather that I would remain celibate the rest of my life. As 
I felt that it was better to not date anyone for my lifetime here on earth than not do what 




 Ironically, after years of struggle, trying to reconcile my Christian faith and my 
sexuality, choosing an ex-gay lifestyle felt like a huge relief. Even though it meant giving 
up a fundamental relational aspect of myself, for the first time since I discovered my 
sexual orientation, I felt a peace-of-mind. I felt fully accepted from the people I was 
closest to and did not fear disappointing God. Coming-out as an ex-gay immediately 
raised my status among the leaders of the church. I became a prominent feature in 
ministry support fundraising letters—my story was evidence of how God was working in 
profound ways in our small church. Our church attracted the attention from the national 
denominational office, and Jim, the national director of the denomination at that time, 
paid a visit to our church. He specifically wanted to hear my story and afterwards offered 
that if I ever wanted to relocate, there would be a job for me at the national office in 
Texas. It was a truly enlivening time and pregnant with possibility, even though I had 
chosen a celibate lifestyle. For me, this was a much easier path to walk than trying to 
explain my existence or right to be.  
 During this time, the leadership team of which I was a part came together for 
weekly meetings in order to wrestle with the future of the church. The pastor believed 
that we had entered into a postmodern era and this meant that the old ways of doing and 
being church were no longer relevant for the emerging culture around us. As a group, we 
came together to imagine how our church could become more relevant to deal with the 
challenges of postmodernism. We read, studied, and prayed over the next year, and 
eventually came to a decision. We decided to experiment with a model of church akin to 
ancient house churches as we understood them in our interpretation of the Book of Acts. 
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We thought that following a vision of church as we saw it in the New Testament would 
be more in line with the ancient church. We thought this alignment was more accurate to 
what church should be and, as such, would help us be more radical and relevant in our 
contemporary world. 
 Practically speaking, this meant that we would divide the congregation of 60 
people into five house church groups. Each group would meet weekly at different homes, 
and once a month all the groups would come together in a corporate gathering. This 
would free the church from a building rental costs and create a deeper sense of 
community by meeting in homes. Our goal was to enable the church to have more 
resources and a nimbleness for empowering the members of the community to pursue 
more ministries. The house churches would be led by the people on the leadership team 
and I was asked to co-lead a group with another couple in their home. 
 About the time we decided to switch to the house church model, two significant 
things occurred: my mom had a radical change in her views on homosexuality; and I fell 
in love with a woman. In what I still consider a miracle, my mom no longer felt 
homosexuality was a sin. One day out of the blue on another rainy car ride, she told me 
“God changed her heart on the issue.” Even though I had recently come back out as a 
celibate ex-gay, she encouraged me to rethink this issue. I was stunned. This led her 
miraculously to support me as I decided to question my new ex-gay beliefs and celibacy. 
Shortly thereafter, I discovered I had feelings for a woman who was a member of the 
same church and was also a student leader in a campus ministry at a local university. We 
were close friends and we both had the future goal to go into ministry. After a few 
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months of close friendship, we disclosed our feelings for one another and discovered they 
were shared.  
 Because we were both committed to our ministry teams, we almost immediately 
decided to come out to our respective ministry leaders. This led to a crisis in leadership in 
our church. The leadership team was now faced with whether to continue to affirm my 
role in co-leading a house church while I was as an out gay woman dating another 
woman. It was a tumultuous time, in the life of the church for various other reasons 
besides my coming back out. Shortly after the transition to a house church model, the 
senior pastor decided to step down for personal reasons. This led to the joint appointment 
of two new co-pastors, and they took a much stronger stance on homosexuality. They 
decided to have a meeting with the other leaders of the church to vote on whether I 
should remain a leader in the church. It was a closed-door meeting and they did not invite 
me to participate in any part of it. In an act of agency and defiance, I wrote a letter with 
reasons for why I felt I should stay. Despite the letter, they voted that I be removed from 
the leadership team. This meant I could no longer co-lead the house church and no longer 
be part of the leadership team. The only people who voted in my favor were the couple 
with whom I co-led the house church. The rest of these church leaders, people I 
considered some of my best friends, determined that I was no longer their ministerial 
peer. They felt I had chosen a sinful lifestyle over my community and my God. 
 Within a few short weeks, I found myself without a faith community, and now 
considered an outsider amongst people once considered close friends. It was a painful and 
disorienting time. Yet it was profoundly orienting in other ways. Through this 
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experience, I became even clearer about my sense of call to a career in ministry. I 
imagined that my call would be to help evangelical churches become more accepting of 
LGBTQ+ people. I never wanted anyone else to experience such rejection. Because of 
her recent change in heart, this experience brought me and my mom closer. She 
supported me unabashedly during this time. I do not think I would have been able to 
endure the experience as I did without her support. 
 In 2004, after two painful years in Kent, I was hired for a senior design position at 
a marketing and advertising agency near Boston. Massachusetts was a promised land of 
sorts because they were the first to legalize gay marriage. My now partner (the woman I 
had fallen in love with at my former church) and I were able to be legally married and we 
knew that Boston had seminaries and churches that would accept gay people. 
Ecclesial Experience Two 
 Less than a year after we moved to Boston, we began attending a progressive 
mainline Protestant church, the United Parish in Brookline (UP).66 It is a very welcoming 
congregation and an open and affirming church for LGBTQ+ people. It has United 
Methodist, United Church of Christ, and American Baptist denominational affiliations 
due to a merger of three congregations in the 1970’s. The church was also known for 
calling one of the first woman senior pastors in the area, Rev. Patricia Coughlin, during 
the 1980’s. When we arrived, the congregation had recently called an openly gay 
associate pastor, BU alumna Rev. Suzanne Woolston-Bossert. United Parish became a 
 
66 I use the actual identity of this congregation because this story reveals a less harmful experience at a 
church. I have been granted permission to use this information by Rev. Suzanne Woolston-Bossert who 
facilitated the United Parish vision process, and Rev. Kent French who is currently the senior pastor.   
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congregational refuge after leaving Ohio and losing the faith communities we had loved. 
We finally found a congregation where we could belong.  
 We quickly became involved in starting a young adult 20/30’s group and became 
teachers in their youth education program. Tragically, after a few short months in the 
congregation, my immediate family suffered several deaths, including my dad and 
brother, in a horrific carbon monoxide accident. The people of UP became a healing 
presence for me and supported me through this tragedy. They became my family. 
Through that time, I experienced firsthand the healing power of community. It was the 
best of church.  
 After three years of healing from my family tragedy, and six years after being 
removed from the leadership of my evangelical church, I began graduate studies at 
Andover Newton Theological School. My desire to pursue ministry never left me, even 
after my experiences of coming out and the tragic deaths in my family. My plan was to 
become a minister within the United Church of Christ, with a vision to make the church a 
more welcoming place for LGBTQ+ people. Just as I began graduate school, UP 
undertook what was called a ‘vision process.’ This was reminiscent of the process at the 
evangelical church back in Ohio. Spearheaded by Woolston-Bossert, the process was a 
chance for United Parish to reimagine its mission and practice in light of a rapidly 
changing, postmodern world. I was asked to be part of the visioning committee. This 
group was commissioned by the wider congregation to undertake a year-long study to 
discern a direction for the church. 
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 Part of our work on the visioning committee was to read several popular books on 
church revitalization, written primarily from a progressive mainline protestant 
perspective. We engaged deeply with these books and had some of the authors come and 
speak with us. We also held congregation-wide gatherings where the entire community 
got involved in the discernment vision process After a year of study and holding several 
congregational gatherings, we recommended a new organizational structure for the 
church. We proposed organizing church resources and ministries around four key 
categories, which we named “the four directions: deepening, gathering, exalting, and 
stretching.” The categories provided a means to organize and streamline the activities and 
resources of the church and to form a more functional committee structure and allocation 
of resources. In theory, this would make the church abler to respond to new ministry 
ideas that would emerge from within the congregation. If someone had a ministry idea, 
the church would be able to cultivate it adeptly; through these ministries, the church 
would be more able to the change the world around us.  
 The year after I took part in this visioning process, I began an intensive directed 
study in *feminist theology as part of my graduate work. I read pioneering books in 
feminist theology, such as In Memory of Her, Inheriting Our Mothers Gardens, Beyond 
God the Father, Sisters in the Wilderness, Sexism and God-Talk, and She Who Is, to 
name a few.67 What I immediately saw in these texts, was that they were far more 
 
67 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her; Letty M. Russell, ed., Inheriting Our Mothers’ Gardens: Feminist 
Theology in Third World Perspective, 1st ed (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1988); Mary Daly, Beyond 
God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1974); Delores S 
Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 




comprehensive in their critiques and visions of church than the popular contemporary 
revitalizing texts that we had read during the United Parish visioning process. While 
these *feminist books were decades older, their critiques and constructions were far more 
radical than anything we had imagined as a vision committee. I write this not a criticism 
of the United Parish or its visioning process. This process has been very fruitful for the 
congregation and they still live into the vision of the four directions today. The church is 
a thriving and vibrant community, and one I proudly belonged to for 10 years. However, 
reading feminist theology in my graduate studies led me to wonder how reading *feminist 
theologies as part of the vision process might have influence the end result. What if 
*feminist ecclesiology had been an explicit dialogue partner in our process? 
 My experience at United Parish was in part what led me to reimagine my sense of 
call. I realized during this time that I was more interested in thinking theologically about 
the church from a research and scholarship standpoint, rather than from within the church 
as a pastoral leader. This led me to apply to doctoral programs in feminist practical 
theology instead of continuing to pursue ordination within the UCC. I originally entered 
seminary because I wanted to help make the church more welcoming to LGBTQ+ people. 
What I discovered through my studies is that the unjust treatment of LGBTQ+ people is a 
symptom of problematic patriarchal and kyriarchical Christian imaginaries. Rather than 
focusing specifically on LGBTQ+ issues, I realized my true passion was for dealing with 
this overarching meta-problem.  
 
Introduction, 10th anniversary ed (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993); Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The 
Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, 10th anniversary ed (New York: Crossroad, 2002). 
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 These realizations led me to Boston University School of Theology and to this 
dissertation in which I am examining a vision of church that takes account of the rich 
*feminist critiques I first read almost 10-years ago. My hope is that my work can 
contribute to revitalizing vision processes like the one United Parish undertook. 
Ecclesial Experience Three 
 During my second year of doctoral work at BU, I left the United Parish because I 
sought a church community closer to my home. I found a progressive mainline Protestant 
emergent church congregation. While it was a relatively new congregation, it had pre-
existing monetary and property resources; the denomination owned the church building 
and parsonage, as well as a commercial rental property that had several local businesses 
as tenants. This meant the church could afford to pay a full-time pastor, some staff, and 
maintain its property, even if it had limited income from parishioners. It was the perfect 
set-up for an emergent church start. 
 I was immediately attracted to the visible, surface practices of the church. It had 
removed all of the pews from the sanctuary and its Sunday morning service met in the 
round. The weekly liturgy consisted of congregational participation after a short sermon 
was preached. Different members of the congregation could volunteer to lead a Sunday 
service if they wanted to. As a doctoral student studying *feminist ecclesiology, I was 
excited to take part in practices that seemed to have a very *feminist structure to them, 




 I soon became a member and, after a year of attending, I became involved with 
several leadership projects. I joined the church council, and started a meditation and 
spiritual practices group. However, during that year of service, several incidents occurred 
that brought to light imbalances between men and women in the community, particularly 
related to the hearing of women’s voices. While on the surface some practices of the 
church resembled *feminist models, deeper patriarchal patterns were still operant. Male 
voices consistently dominated the council meetings and other community gatherings, 
leaving little time or space for women to speak. Another woman brought forward a 
formal sexual harassment complaint. Women complained of mansplaining by male 
leaders in the church, such as, men talking over and speaking condescendingly to women 
on topics that they knew little about. 
 These complaints prompted actions like implementing a talking stick and a timer 
into church meetings so everyone had an equal opportunity to speak. These actions were 
part of what seemed like a larger awakening amongst many women in the church and led 
outward discussion and imagining about building gender justice into the community. This 
prompted one leader to start a women’s spiritual group specifically formed to empower 
women in the community and provide a space for such visioning. The group resembled 
the listening groups that Nelle Morton discusses where, through the act of speaking and 
listening, women were being “heard into speech.”68 Momentum built amongst a core 
group of women leaders, myself included, to undertake a change process. We sought to 
analyze structures and practices in the church that were perpetuating injustices and 
 
68 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986), 127-128. 
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imagine new ways forward that more fully lived into the church’s vision. I hoped that we 
might engage *feminist ecclesiologies to help guide such a process so that we could take 
our practice that was already mimicking *feminist ideas, like a church in a round, to a 
deeper relational and institutional place. 
 During this time, several issues of sexual harassment and abuse of power were 
reported by constituents within the church in regard to leaders in the church. This 
prompted the council to hire consultants in order to understand more fully the situation 
and to help create an environment of healing and accountability. The several months 
process revealed that instances of power abuse, homophobia, and sexual harassment had 
taken place in the church. The consultants recommended several steps to engender 
accountability and professional development for leaders in the church, as well as help the 
community and certain individuals heal from these incidents. As the process came to a 
close, several prominent leaders within the church opted not to move forward with many 
of the suggestions recommended by the consultants. They decided to implement a very 
pared down response from what was recommended. This was in part because the key 
leaders decided not to share the majority of the consultation findings with the rest of the 
council and the congregation because they did not want to deal publicly with certain 
issues that were revealed during the consultancy process. This limited the adequacy of 
their response. Rather than moving towards a restorative process that could have brought 
about healing, and a safer church community for all of its members, specifically women, 
the church leadership ultimately decided to maintain the status quo. Because of this 
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decision, several women from the church decided to leave because it no longer felt like a 
safe community. 
 I was ultimately caught off guard by the response of the leadership in this 
experience. Because the church had made surface level changes like meeting in the 
round, I found it even more surprising to encounter oppressive patriarchal substructures. 
In contrast, I was not as surprised that I was removed from the leadership team in the 
evangelical church because my removal was consistent with their values that did not 
support the full-humanity of LGBTQ+ people. Later, when this progressive mainline 
emergent church professed to be a justice-oriented and inclusive community, I was 
shocked to witness how the leadership ultimately responded to the issues regarding power 
and women. Precisely because of the latter congregation’s self-professing social justice 
values, my shock was larger and my disappointment deeper when I experienced 
entrenched patriarchal patterns and a resistance to change. 
Experiential Insights 
 I share these experiences because they have shaped me as a person and shaped my 
research. My own experiences of being marginalized by patriarchal attitudes and 
practices in the church, have led me to ecclesiology and an eagerness to help the church 
become a more just institution. In the final section of this chapter, I will discuss insights 
from each of these experiences and ways in which they have shaped my work. They can 
also be a point of reflection for church communities to consider ways that they may be 
implicitly bringing forward patriarchal practices, or not going deep enough in their 
strategic change processes. 
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 To begin, my background in both Roman Catholic and evangelical contexts has 
given me a love of the history and biblical traditions from which we emerge; my feminist 
perspective awakens me to understand that how we interpret history can make it more or 
less liberative in contemporary contexts. For example, while serving on the leadership 
team of the evangelical church and studying the history of the early church, we lacked 
any understanding of hermeneutical perspectives. We also did not engage sources from 
*feminist or other marginalized perspectives. We did not encounter *feminist theological 
interpretations that argue that the radical nature of Jesus’ ministry and the early church 
was that women and other marginalized people were leaders of and full participants in the 
movement.69 If we had engaged in such theological work, perhaps the leadership team 
could have had more awareness of the ways they were not following early church 
practice of welcoming marginalized people, like myself, an openly gay person, into full 
participation in the church. Rather than just moving towards a house church model, 
which they interpreted as a key practice from the early church, they could have also 
examined their patriarchal and homophobic assumptions regarding LGBTQ+ people. 
This would have been a far more radical act than creating house churches. And it could 
have ultimately helped them achieve their goals of living more fully into the gospel and 
being more relevant to the culture around them.  
 This experience in a fundamentalist evangelical context is, in part, why I am 
passionate about doing the historical work I do as part of my ecclesiological project. 
Liberative interpretations of the past can help shape the present. Even if someone 
 
69 For example: Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her; Russell, Church in the Round. 
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disagrees with *feminist or other liberationist perspectives, if they value history within 
the biblical traditions then they may be open to *feminist historical work that takes this 
history seriously. For example, Elizabeth Johnson states that, in her theological method, 
she uses the tools found in the Roman Catholic context to write her theology; therefore, 
those that take these tools seriously cannot easily dismiss her work.70 I attempt to do the 
same by delving into the history found at the root of the biblical traditions to find a 
liberative vision. Those that take the biblical traditions seriously, whether my evangelical 
mom and uncle, or my mainline progressive colleagues, might not easily dismiss my 
work even if we come from differing theological perspectives.  
 In the example at the progressive mainline church, United Parish, the vision 
process was inhibited by the lack of engagement with white feminist, womanist, 
mujerista, African, and Asian women’s theology. Popular literature in mainline church 
revitalization that we read during the United Parish vision projects did not engage 
*feminist critiques or visions. Nor did the speakers that came to discuss revitalizing 
strategies that year. We therefore were not aware of *feminist critiques and visions in 
doing the strategic change work at United Parish. The process may have turned out 
differently if *feminist ecclesiology was a dialogue partner in this strategic work.  
 Lack of engagement of *feminist work in churches seeking to do something new 
is not unique to the United Parish vision process. Xochitl Alvizo reports in her study of 
twelve emergent churches that none of the churches in her study engaged *feminist 
 




theology in imagining their vison and practice, even though on the surface many held 
visions similar to feminist work. As Alvizo explains: 
What is largely missing in the Emerging Church is an explicit critique of patriarchy, 
and of the practices that are patriarchally infused but go undetected, and an 
intentional effort to draw from the work and resources of feminist liberation 
theologies, not only in order to prevent the erasure of women’s voices and 
contributions, but in order actively to counter the patriarchal distortions that have 
become embedded in the body of Christ.71 
This lack of serious engagement with *feminist work can result in change processes that 
are intended to be far-reaching, but may be limited to surface level alterations, in 
comparison to the types of deep structural and theological change that *feminist 
liberation ecclesiologies put forth. This indicates that, while many positive changes 
occurred because of the United Parish vision process, the congregation could have 
imagined deeper change if it had genuinely engaged with *feminist ecclesiological 
discourse. Because churches like United Parish have already taken steps towards creating 
a more just church by welcoming gender neutral and feminine images of God, inclusive 
language hymnals, and women and LGBTQ+ identified clergy, they may already be 
primed to move towards even greater levels of change. *Feminist critiques and visions 
can help churches live more fully into their missions by helping to eradicate patriarchal 
practices and theologies, or “hidden inheritances” that may not be easily detected without 
deeper levels of scrutiny or analysis.72  
 
71 Xochitl Alvizo, “A Feminist Analysis of the Emerging Church: Toward Radical Participation in the 
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 The third example of the progressive mainline emergent church illustrates that, 
even when churches implement overt, seemingly *feminist practices, it may still have 
latent, “hidden inheritances,” like patriarchal patterns and leadership operating below the 
surface. Churches doing surface level *feminist changes must be willing to examine 
deeper patriarchal patterns and substructures if they truly want to be a liberative and safe 
community for women and marginalized peoples. In my experience at this church, the 
feminist practices were façade-like, providing a false cover to deeply rooted patriarchal 
structures. When consultants recommended accountability and healing processes into the 
church to deal with issues of sexual harassment and abuses of power, only minimal steps 
were taken. For me, the fact that these surface level changes existed, made it even more 
surprising and painful to encounter harmful, embedded patriarchal patterns. Others may 
find themselves in a similar situation, drawn to practices that on the surface reflect the 
mission and values of the church but then unexpectedly reveal entrenched patriarchal 
patterns. These patriarchal patterns and forms of leadership ultimately work at cross-
purposes with the openly espoused mission and vision of the church—to be an inclusive 
and love focused community. To truly embody a church in the round, this church will 
need to make deeper changes. I am hopeful that, because this church has an awareness 
and openness to certain aspects of a *feminist vision such as inclusive language for God 
and inclusive liturgy, they will be open to these deeper levels of change, at some point.  
 Each of these experiences can be illustrative of the many different ways that 
patriarchal patterns show up in churches. Overt patriarchal and homophobic theologies 
led to my removal from the leadership team of the biblical fundamentalist evangelical 
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church. A subtler patriarchal pattern can be detected in the lack of engagement in 
*feminist work during the United Parish vision process. The popular books about church 
revitalizing projects did not discuss *feminist critiques and visions of church, even 
though these had been around for decades. Lastly, the mainline emergent church enacted 
surface level *feminist changes, like inviting lay people to develop liturgy, nevertheless 
harmful patriarchal leadership patterns still operated, hidden beneath a *feminist veneer. 
 These instances all attest to the insidious ways that patriarchal patterns have deep 
roots in our churches. To eradicate these patterns is going to take some serious work if 
churches seek deep change. It must begin with taking the theological work of white 
feminists, womanist, mujerista, African, and Asian women seriously. A starting place can 
be reading their work as resources for analyzing institutional situations. Such study may 
lead to radical restructuring of leadership, liturgy, theology, denominational structure and 
even the very form or model of church. Another place to start is bringing awareness to 
oppressive patterns of communication and microagressions towards women and other 
minorities. It will take a conscious commitment to root out these problems and make both 
big and small changes. This will inherently mean that churches must face fears of change 
and move towards the unknown. 
 From a progressive mainline church perspective, it may be easy to dismiss 
oppressive patriarchal experiences as something that occur in closed-minded theological 
spaces like the fundamentalist evangelical church described in this chapter. However, 
very often patriarchal patterns and structures are still operant in progressive mainline 
churches in more implicit and less noticeable ways, what McClintock Fulkerson calls 
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“hidden inheritances.”73 Implicit patriarchal patterns may be difficult to detect in part 
because, for many mainline churches, the idea of being progressive is a significant part of 
their identity. Evidence for being progressive is the welcoming of LGBTQ+ people, 
incorporating gender neutral and feminine images of God into liturgy and hymnals, and 
hiring diverse pastors, such as women, queer, or non-binary peoples. However, as Alvizo 
states, “What is lost in the celebration of such perfunctory ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’ is 
the acknowledgement that there were fundamental problems in the first place that created 
the need for the inclusion.”74 Precisely because such changes have been made, these 
churches may not be aware of the ways the implicit patriarchal patterns may still be 
operant and undermining their vision for justice and liberation. These patriarchal patterns 
can also dampen the radical imaginary for revitalizing change processes and can work at 
cross-purposes with the explicit liberative visions of these churches. At worst, these 
surface level changes can provide a false cover that inhibits accountability to abuses and 
injustices. 
Conclusion 
 I have personally felt angry, sad, disappointed, and frustrated by many of these 
experiences. However, each experience has become a catalyst for my own theological 
work. I attempt to channel these strong feelings as motivation for my work. I again find 
inspiration from Elisabeth Johnson, this time in the story she told in my film Forging 
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Voice.75 As a result of an intense tenure battle and the Vatican’s attempt to silence her, 
Johnson channeled her anger into her work. This anger is what empowered her to write 
She Who Is.76 I also find inspiration from the work of Audre Lorde. When writing about 
her anger from her experiences of racism as a black woman she states that: 
Every woman has a well-stocked arsenal of anger potentially useful against those 
oppressions, personal and institutional, which brought that anger into being. Focused 
with precision it can become a powerful source of energy serving progress and 
change.77 
 
I have tried to channel the energy of my anger into my work. My calling is to work for 
greater change—to encourage the church to delve more deeply into engrained patriarchal 
patterns in order to move beyond them. We can and must do better. Despite the harm that 
I have experienced in churches, I still believe that the church can contribute towards 
crafting a better world. I believe it can help redirect the destructive patterns of sexism, 
racism, and unjust neoliberal economic practices that are literally threatening to destroy 
life as we know it.  
 In Part I, I will offer a review of *feminist ecclesiological literature and an 
analysis of this work as a whole, where I discern key themes that run throughout. This 
work presents the unique perspectives of women around the globe as they write critiques 
and visions of church and form new communities. 
.
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PART I  
 In Part I, I will develop a case study of *feminist ecclesiological discourse by 
bringing together a broad array of North American, Latin American, Asian, African, and 
third-world theologians around the globe. As discussed in Chapter One, *feminist work is 
often overlooked and at risk for erasure. I consciously lift up the voices of women around 
the globe, who have been writing on the church, as a feminist methodological 
commitment to centering marginalized voices and epistemologies. I also lift the voices of 
women in a self-conscious commitment to value the insights and theological visions of 
pioneering *feminist work and to cull its wisdom for building *feminist theological 
traditions. 
 *Feminist ecclesiology is a theological discourse where women define what it 
means to be church from a *feminist perspective and shows that dominant androcentric 
theological discourse is not universal but one perspective among many. *Feminist 
perspectives are intersectional in that they bring the critical lenses of social theory 
(gender, race, sexuality, post-colonial and class) to seek understanding into how 
dominant texts, discourses, and traditions replicate powerful sexist, racist, homophobic, 
and classist structures that continue to oppress people on the margins of society. 
Ecclesiology has been a primarily male discourse, often developed in support of 
patriarchal and kyriarchical religious institutions. Though dominant forms of church have 
been patriarchal, oppressing women and barring them from church leadership, *feminist 
theologians have pointed out that, despite this, women have been active agents within the 
church, shaping it, leading it, and also reforming it. Through different *feminist methods, 
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North American, Latin American, womanist, Mujerista, Asian, African, and third-world 
*feminist theologians around the globe have heard the voices of silenced women 
throughout the tradition and within contemporary church contexts, ‘hearing them into 
speech’—bringing them forth as active agents within the church—as the church.78 
 *Feminist ecclesiological work has not been as broadly developed as other 
theological topics such as models of God or christologies.79 The ecclesiological focus 
has, however, revealed strong passions, especially the passion to develop more just and 
liberative religious communities. Because of this broad focus, I expanded my search 
beyond ecclesiology texts and included texts that discuss visions and metaphors of 
Christian community or religious community building. Many of these sources focus on 
christology or other theological themes, but include a chapter on Christological 
communities or *feminist-accented metaphors such as the Kin-dom of God. 
 *Feminist ecclesiology seeks to answer “how it is possible to rethink what it 
means to be church within a theological paradigm that aims at reconsidering the basics of 
Christian theology and practice in feminist terms.”80 To do this, *feminist theologians 
 
78  Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986) 127-128. Here Morton used the 
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Church = Mujer Hispana, Voz Profética En La Iglesia, 1st Fortress Press ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
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have taken a variety of approaches and developed critical methods for historical study, 
critiquing patriarchal structures of church and the theologies that support them, and re-
imagining church. In turn, they have constructed more liberative theologies and praxis to 




CRITICAL APPROACHES IN *FEMINIST ECCLESIOLOGY 
 *Feminist theologians from different cultural perspectives around the globe have 
critiqued oppressive patriarchal histories, practices, institutionalized church forms, and 
the theologies that tacitly support them. While each perspective is nuanced, they all 
underscore that women are oppressed by dominant church structures. North American 
white feminist theologians such as Letty Russell, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Mary 
Daly, and Rosemary Radford Ruether have written ecclesiological critiques that call for 
dramatic transformation of patriarchal structures, practices, and language, as well as the 
imagining of new metaphors for church.81 African American womanist theologians in the 
United States have argued that, while black churches have created liberated spaces for 
black people, they very often replicate patriarchal and sexist structures of the white 
culture and churches.82 Womanist theologian Delores Williams draws a distinction 
between The Black Church and African American denominational churches because, in 
many ways, denominational churches replicate sinful sexist patterns of white churches. 
Williams argues that “The Black Church is invisible, but we know it when we see 
oppressed people rising up in freedom. It is community essence, ideal and real as God 
 
81 Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968); Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
Women-Church: Theology and Practice (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1985); Letty Russell, 
Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox 
Press, 1993); Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Discipleship of Equals: A Critical Feminist Ekklesia-ology of 
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82 Kelly Brown Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspective (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1999). In this book, Kelly Brown Douglass argues that homophobia in the black church is directly 
linked to incorporating white patriarchal family values into black communities and churches. She argues 
that incorporating homophobia was a means for the black community to combat oppressive sexual 
stereotypes of black men and women.  
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works through it in behalf of the survival, liberation and positive, productive quality of 
life of suffering people.”83 Wherever practices of sexism and discrimination against black 
women have taken place in the African American denominational churches, this is not the 
Black Church.84 Womanist Jacquelyn Grant argues that black women must not only 
struggle with the symptoms of racism and sexism as they show up in structures of society 
and church, but they must also struggle with the causes: “those beliefs which produce and 
re-inforce structures” and generate deeper theological questions dealing with images and 
symbolism.85 
 Similarly, *feminist theological struggles across the continents give critical 
consideration to racial, class, colonial and religious oppression.86 Kwok Pui-lan states 
that, as distinct from male liberation theologians, who often exhort the church to bring 
about social changes, third world feminist theologians have a more guarded and realistic 
approach to ecclesial power: “The church, steeped in male hierarchy and tradition, has to 
repent for its sexism before it can be a beacon of hope and an agent of change.”87 Along 
similar lines, Ivone Gebara, writing from a Latin American perspective, argues that, 
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while many Latin American feminist theologians have levied critique against patriarchal 
church practices, the churches: 
absorb such criticisms and look upon them as exceptions or as the fruit of personal 
‘rebellions.’ At most, they receive them as interesting expressions of the women's 
movement, as if this movement had nothing to do with the churches. The power 
remains the same, although it may seem at times a bit more flexible. Hence, a 
different strategy and different tactics for structural change seem in order. This is a 
new and challenging task for feminism.88 
 
Gebara also argues that, because cultural situations of economic poverty are so dire for 
many women, many end up favoring a politics of survival “instead of a politics of 
confrontation and ethical demand for structural change.89 A politics of survival stems in 
part because the oppression from unjust social and economic systems is so great that 
women often “find in patriarchal religion a temporary consolation for their afflictions.”90 
Writing from one African perspective, Mercy Amba Oduyoye writes that the African 
Church does not treat women and men as “being on an equal footing in the Church.”91 
She states that many women in Africa have internalized this perspective and they can 
“become accomplices in their own oppression.”92 *Feminists from Asian perspectives 
argue that the churches in Asian contexts are patriarchal and continue to oppress women. 
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Yong Ting Jin from Malaysia argues that the church is deeply embedded in a 
hierarchical, patriarchal system that pervades all spheres of life, and has “contributed to 
the subjugation and marginalization of women.”93 This creates an “urgent need to 
reexamine our church structure, traditions, and practices in order to remedy injustices and 
to correct misinterpretations and distortions that have crippled us.”94 
 Ecclesial situations and critiques vary, depending upon cultural and geopolitical 
contexts; however, the dominance of the patriarchal church and the oppression of women 
within the church seems to be a shared experience around the globe. Though some 
changes have been made, many churches still perpetuate a sin of sexism by upholding 
institutional practices and theologies that do not enable women to participate fully in the 
leadership of churches or enable women to see themselves as made in the image of the 
Divine. In the following sections, I will explore more specifically the critical historical, 
institutional, theological, and practical analyses that feminists have developed in 
response to oppressive ecclesiological institutions and traditions.  
Historical Analysis 
 One critical task of *feminist ecclesiology has been to reinterpret and reimagine 
history with the assumption that, though women have been oppressed within patriarchal 
traditions, they have nevertheless been active agents throughout the history of the church. 
To unearth these stories and voices, new hermeneutical and historical critical methods are 
employed. *Feminists have a commitment to historical work because history is a site of 
 
93 Yong Ting Jin, “A Protestant Perspective,” in We Dare to Dream: Doing Theology as Asian Women 
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the political; how we perceive the past informs the way we shape our present, which in 
turn shapes the future. Therefore, liberative historical work can help create a more 
liberative present and future. The *feminist historical task is not merely to dig up the 
‘true story’ of the past because history is always an interpretive and creative endeavor. 
*Feminist theological historians actively research, re-interpret, and re-member Christian 
history. As practical theologian Elaine Graham discusses, disrupting the past and re-
imagining it is critical to *feminist work because it helps destabilize the dominant 
narrative and it provides “the substantive terms for a critical operation that uses the past 
to disrupt the certainties of the present and so [opening] the way to imagining a different 
future. (Scott, 2004: 18).”95 Drawing on philosopher Ernst Bloch’s concept of a ‘concrete 
utopia,’ Graham argues that such imaginative endeavors of the past offer “a kind of 
mediation between present circumstances and eschatological fulfillment, which serves as 
the orientation for the necessary interim framework of social justice, such a pragmatic 
approach still needs always to be rooted in the ‘not yet’ of a vision yet to come.”96 In this 
way, historical work can be a utopic project.  
 Theologians such as Diana Hayes, Delores S. Williams, Jane Dempsey, and Mary 
Daly have developed historical projects looking at key moments, biblical passages, or 
contexts within the Christian tradition. Diana Hayes argues from a Catholic womanist 
perspective that African Americans have been active and part of the Catholic church, 
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even though the black church is often equated with Protestantism.97 She also argues that 
African peoples have been part of the Christian tradition since its origins as attested 
biblically by the conversion of Phillip, the eunuch from Ethiopia. Looking at the story of 
Hagar, Delores Williams argues that her story is the analogue of the African American 
women’s experience. And that in Hagar’s experience God acts by providing a vision of 
survival resources for her and her child, that is God, “makes a way out of no way.”98 
Williams develops her historical critical reading of Hagar through biblical interpretation 
and historical work in the ancient Near Eastern context of the Hagar narrative.99 Jane 
Dempsey explores the Protestant Reformation, and the ways in which it actually placed 
constraints on women, because it shifted women’s ministries from the convent to the 
home.100 In one of the first books in *feminist ecclesiology, Church and the Second Sex, 
Mary Daly examines the sexist history of the church, drawing out sources from different 
eras of church history that are blatantly misogynistic. She argues that, in order to make 
the newly emerging Christianity palatable within a patriarchal Roman context, Paul has 
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dampened the leadership of women in the church by prescribing that women should be 
silent in church and not teach. 
 Large-scale *feminist theological historical projects have been developed by 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker, Grace Jantzen, 
and Jane Dempsey. These projects develop new critical approaches and perspectives to 
interpret the historical Christian tradition. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza argues that 
ancient patriarchal texts that rail against women’s participation in church, such as those 
of Tertullian and Jerome, indirectly infer that women were actually leaders in the early 
church. Schüssler Fiorenza explains that these attacks actually “give evidence as to how 
prominent women’s leadership remained even toward the end of the second century.”101 
If this were not the case, why levy such a virulent assault against it? This leads Schüssler 
Fiorenza to ask: “was early Christian life and community totally and from its very 
beginnings patriarchally defined or was the patriarchal marginality of women in early 
Christian sources a by-product of the “patristic” selection and canonization process?”102  
In the canonical gospels women are included as key followers of Jesus, the first witnesses 
to the resurrection, and mentioned as leaders or ‘deaconesses’ of the church in Paul’s 
letters.103 Women’s prominence in the canonized text, even after patriarchal redactions, 
implies that they had such standing within the early Christian traditions that they could 
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not be fully erased or redacted.104 The second century, non-canonical gospel text, The 
Gospel of Mary Magdalene, underscores this point. The major plot in the text is that 
Mary Magdalene was the disciple whom Jesus loved most and to whom he taught secret 
wisdom, which she in turn taught to the other disciples. Peter and Andrew reject her 
teaching on the grounds she is a woman, but the disciples side with Mary, chastising 
Peter: “[I]f the Savior made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her?”105 Karen King 
argues that this shows that as late as the second century there were communities of 
Christians that believed this about Mary:  
[I]t exposes the erroneous view that Mary of Magdala was a prostitute for what it is—
a piece of theological fiction; it presents the most straightforward and convincing 
argument in any early Christian writing for the legitimacy of women's leadership; it 
offers a sharp critique of illegitimate power and a utopian vision of spiritual 
perfection; it challenges our rather romantic views about the harmony and unanimity 
of the first Christians; and it asks us to rethink the basis for church authority. All 
written in the name of a woman.106 
Historical explorations into women’s leadership in the early church provides evidence for 
the participation of women not only as followers in the early Jesus movements but also as 
leaders within the ancient church.  
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 Schüssler Fiorenza expands upon this idea in her ground-breaking book, In 
Memory of Her. Here she argues that the earliest Jesus movements had a radical 
egalitarian praxis that reflected the theological vision found in Galatians 3:28: “In Christ 
there is no male nor female, Jew nor Greek, slave nor free.”107 The early Jesus 
movements sought to find the “critical feminist impulse” within Judaism and live out an 
alternative communal lifestyle as “a discipleship of equals,” which stood in contrast to 
the religious and social-political power structures that dominated first century 
Palestine.108 Women’s participation and leadership was, in part, what made the earliest 
Jesus movements radical. She argues that the radical nature of the early Jesus movements 
eventually become more and more patriarchal to reflect the Roman household structures 
and to become more amenable to Roman culture. Although the radical egalitarianism of 
the early Jesus movements was eventually superseded by patriarchal and imperial forms 
of church, “the egalitarian currents of early Christianity have never been eliminated.”109 
They have emerged on the margins of the dominant church often as reform movements. 
Schüssler Fiorenza’s historical interpretation provides liberative views of the past and 
also inspires her construction of powerful ecclesiological images and metaphors, which 
will be discussed in Chapter Four.  
 Another historical project, by Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker has 
implications for ecclesiology because its ethical constructions can shape ecclesial 
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practice. In their co-authored book, Saving Paradise, Nakashima Brock and Parker 
studied Christian images and iconography found in ancient churches and other ancient 
Christian sites, and discovered that the earliest Christian images consistently portrayed 
Jesus in a garden paradise scene rather than portraying the crucifixion.110 They also 
realized that images of the crucifixion did not emerge until around 1000 AD when 
Christian theology was leveraged in a militaristic way during both Charlemagne’s 
campaign to convert the Anglo-Saxons and later during the Crusades. A shift in Jesus 
iconography coincided with the development of Anselm’s atonement theology, both of 
which theologically supported violent military campaigns like the Crusades: 
[T]he theological innovations that supported the Crusades, especially an explicit 
theology of atonement, which proposed that God became human in Jesus in order to 
die on the cross and pay the penalty for humanity’s sin, a death pleasing to God… the 
erotic joy of paradise was transformed into a union of eros and torture, worship of 
violence and victims, and self-inflicted harm.111 
Nakashima Brock and Parker suggest that the paradise imagery of the early church 
represented a vision of salvation on earth—that Jesus reopened the gates to paradise and a 
return to Eden. However, the development of crucifixion images marked a shift in 
soteriology—salvation was now meant for the afterlife—accessible by accepting Jesus’ 
atoning death on the cross. As they explain, “[c]rusaders who killed Jews and Muslims 
earned forgiveness for all their sins and were assured of a place in paradise after death, 
not after baptism.”112 A change in soteriology marked a significant shift in church praxis. 
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Oriented towards salvation on earth meant that the church would in theory focus on 
improving societal conditions in the here and now, whereas another-worldly 
soteriological model meant that societal conditions on earth are not as important. 
 Similarly, Grace Jantzen develops a historical tracing of what she calls a 
necrophilic imaginary found in the western philosophical and cultural traditions, and the 
western church.113 Necrophilia is a death fearing, death-denying ideology that 
emphasizes an escape from mortalness and finitude. She traces necrophilic imaginaries 
back to patriarchal Platonic thought that emphasized dualisms and equated maleness with 
rationality and logic, closer to immortality and ideal forms; and femaleness with 
emotionality and affect, closer to mortality and materiality. Dualistic thought patterns 
shaped western patriarchal worldviews and imperialism, which sought mastery over 
women, nature and other peoples deemed as primitive or barbaric. Dominant forms of 
Christian theology became more necrophilic as it was influenced by Neo-platonic 
thought and Roman imperialism. Much of Christian theology became focused on 
immortality through salvation in the afterlife, rather than salvation as a fullness of life 
found within our human mortality—our natality. Following Hannah Arendt, Jantzen 
argues that, rather than being born to die, humans are born to live. Our mortal life—our 
natality—is our ultimate purpose. We are here to experience the joys and pains and 
fullness of human experience on this planet. 
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 These three historical projects illustrate a vision of ancient Christian traditions 
that began with visions and practices counter to patriarchal theological traditions in the 
western church. The vision of the ancient Jesus movements and early Christian churches 
envisioned Jesus cultivating paradise through the development of egalitarian relationships 
and communities. This vision of Jesus in the garden symbolized a return to Eden, not an 
exit from this earth and finitude, but rather a creation of the Kingdom of God or 
βασιλεία τοῦ Θεοῦ on Earth. Women and other oppressed peoples have a place at the 
table in this new vision of an egalitarian ekklesia. This historical work points to a 
Christian origin that was radically subversive to the patriarchal and imperial status quo. 
However, due to various patriarchal and kyriarchical pressures and influences, dominant 
strands of the church would eventually begin to mirror, the theologies and institutions 
which it first stood against. Nevertheless, patriarchal and kyriarchical influences are not 
all-encompassing; the ‘divine feminist impulse’ has continued to emerge throughout the 
tradition in liberation movements found on the margins of the dominant church. 
 *Feminist historical projects illustrate strands within the Christian tradition that 
are more liberative than patriarchal and imperial theologies. The past gives a vision for 
how theology and praxis can be altered to create more liberative communities in the 
present  
Institutional Analysis 
 Hierarchical organizational structures, male-dominant leadership, and clericalism 
has been extensively critiqued by theologians such as Letty Russell, Rosemary Radford 
Ruether, Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Kwok Pui-lan, Lily Kuo Wang, Delores Williams, 
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Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, Mary Hunt, and Xochitl Alvizo.114 They have each made 
arguments that male dominant leadership is oppressive to women and, in addition, 
clerical models of leadership create a caste system between clergy and laity. For example, 
Letty Russell argues that the dominant models of church leadership—particularly the 
practice of ordination—is problematic, reinforcing structures of domination and having 
“disastrous effects in a producing a class divisions between “upper-class clergy and 
“lower class” laity.” 115 Russell argues as well that the clerical model of leadership taints 
the word ministry by most often equating the idea of ministry to “clerical privilege and 
exclusion.”116 Similarly, Ruether argues in her text Woman-Church that the clerical 
structure is problematic in that “[t]he basic symbol and mode of the cleric’s relationship 
to a layperson is that of an all-knowing father over a helpless child.”117 Mercy Amba 
Oduyoye writes that the African Church does not treat women and men as “being on an 
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equal footing in the Church.”118 Kwok Pui-lan argues that clerical leadership “places 
power disproportionally on the clergy and does not equip the laity to share ministry as 
full partners.”119 Clerical leadership exerts a power-over dynamic that does not encourage 
the development of gifts of the entire community and can lead to “an imbalance or even 
abuse of dominant power.”120 While not specifically critiquing clericalism, theologian 
Lily Kuo Wang from Taiwan argues that though women have traditionally been excluded 
from leadership within the Presbyterian church in Taiwan, the church needs women in 
ministry.121 She emphasizes that ministry is a calling and “women want to serve God 
fully, using all our talents and strengths.”122  
 As discussed earlier, Delores Williams draws a distinction between The Black 
Church and African American Denominational churches due in part to sexism in the 
denominational churches. For Williams this sexism that denies women’s participation in 
major leadership roles, is a sin “that dies slowly in some African-American 
denominational structures and hangs on tenaciously in others.”123 She argues that, while 
these denominational churches have emerged because of racist contexts, they in turn have 
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failed to examine “its doctrinal beliefs to discover whether they support racial, sexual, 
and class oppression.”124 Through her sociological work, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes has 
shown how black women excluded from hierarchical leadership models have found 
methods of leadership “in direct contrast to the authoritarian style demanded by the 
nature of episcopal polity: hierarchical, individualistic, and dominating. In comparison, 
women’s leadership tends to be consensus oriented, collective, and more inclusive, 
involving larger numbers of people in decision making.”125 In this way black women 
have “transformed their autonomy into the form of power best described as influence and 
created a pluralist political structure in an episcopally governed church where pluralism 
was never intended.”126  
 Theologian and co-founder of WATER (Women’s Alliance for Theology, Ethics, 
and Ritual), Mary Hunt states that “no matter how we parse it, ordination as such, and 
especially in the Catholic tradition, conveys rank order.”127 She argues that advocating 
for women’s ordination gives credence to kyriarchical structures and “even our best 
efforts to confront kyriarchical powers result in reinscribing the importance of ordination 
 
124 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 216. 
 
125 Cheryl Gilkes, If It Wasn’t for the Women: Black Women’s Experience and Womanist Culture in Church 
and Community (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2001), 57. 
 
126 Gilkes, If It Wasn’t for the Women, 57. 
 
127 Mary E. Hunt, “Different Voices/Different Choices: Feminist Perspectives on Ministry,” Women’s 
Ordination WorldWide (WOW) website. Accessed July 3, 2018, 
https://womensordinationworldwide.squarespace.com/ottawa-2005/2014/2/2/mary-hunt-different-
voicesdifferent-choices-feminist-perspectives-on-ministry. This is a keynote address Mary Hunt gave at the 




and, however inadvertently, elevating those who are ordained.”128 For Hunt, rather than 
fighting for ordination, women must instead focus on developing models of *feminist 
ministry that do not reflect kyriarchical power structures but rather the discipleship of 
equals. 
 In her recent dissertation, Xochitl Alvizo finds that, though the emergent church 
claims to be reimagining church praxis, the clerical leadership model is still predominant 
within the twelve congregations she studied. She also discovered that feminist critiques 
of clericalism or any other feminist critiques for that matter, are not part of the literature 
or guiding ethos of the emergent church. Though the ecclesiology of the Emerging 
Church is described through a variety of images, such as “the deconstructed church, re-
mixing the church, church re-imagined, the church as flat, missional, sacramental, 
holistic, organic, open-sourced,” the reality is that it does not deconstruct deeply 
embedded patriarchalism.129 Continued clerical leadership is problematic because, as 
Alvizo states: 
[I] is not enough simply to “allow” others to be at the communion table if the 
communion table is still being presided over by ‘one’ who is ultimately in authority – 
even if she is female and culturally different from the norm of what is expected. For 
such changes only compound the problem by presenting it as if a radical change has 
occurred when the structures of power actually remain the same… It also preserves 
the structure of only having some persons reflect the divine, or of only some persons 
having the authority to ‘welcome’ and ‘allow’ the inclusion, thereby keeping some on 
the outside and dependent on that invitation or inclusion.130  
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Alvizo’s research illuminates my third ecclesial experience at the emergent mainline 
church. Though the emergent church espoused *feminist ideals and shared leadership 
between the laity and clergy person, in practice the church still ultimately operated from a 
top-down, hierarchical leadership with the male clergy person wielding the most power. 
 The *feminist discussed in this section concur that clericalism is a deeply 
embedded problem that cannot be fixed by women or other marginalized peoples such as 
gender non-binary, transgender, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or queer identified people, 
gaining equal access to the clerical role. Clericalism is a symptom of a deeper problem—
a hierarchical ecclesial structure that is irreparably connected to a patriarchal and 
kyriarchical imagining of church. Change will take more than surface level fixes; 
theology and praxis must be reimagined from an egalitarian perspective. If we settle into 
satisfaction when people that do not fit the norm gain access to clerical roles, we lose 
sight of the larger critique of the institution itself. Alvizo shows that popular and non-
conformist emergent church pastors such as Nadia Boltz-Weber, in fact, continue to enact 
kyriarchical leadership models, like not allowing others in the community to preach or 
preside over communion, despite Boltz-Weber’s non-normative style and embodiment of 
the clerical role. As Alvizo declares, it is not enough for the clergy to look and act 
different—the leadership structure of the church must change in order for implicit sexism 
to be eradicated and for all people to be empowered in their gifts of ministry.  
Theological Analysis 
 Just as hierarchical leadership structures create sexist structures within the church, 
so do particular theologies that reinforce male dominance and harmful female 
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stereotypes. These theological images perpetuate patriarchal ideologies and misogynistic 
institutional structures. *Feminist theologians have critiqued many of these theologies 
which have undergirded oppressive ecclesial practices. For example, women have 
critiqued a theological anthropology of original sin for the ways that it leads to the 
oppression of women by reading the Genesis fall narrative as prescriptive for the human 
condition. Women have been blamed for the fall into sin because Eve ate the apple and 
tempted Adam to do the same. Rosemary Radford Ruether argues that an anthropology 
that blames women for sin came to dominate the church in classical orthodoxy and came 
very close to completely denying “women’s participation in the image of God.”131 She 
argues that though the church allowed for women baptism, “patriarchal theology stressed 
her “greater aptness” for sin and her lesser spirituality.”132 Mary Daly argues that the 
doctrine of original sin must change because it creates an obsession with sin and 
interpretations of the Fall narrative blames sin on women and nature; such blaming, 
continually reinforces women’s oppression and negative attitudes towards nature and 
sexuality. Daly argues that “[a]s long as theology is obsessed with a conception of human 
nature as fallen from a state of integrity, and considers that state to have actually existed 
in the past, it must be pessimistic about the present and the future.”133 
 *Feminists have argued that androcentric theologies of God as God the Father 
provide a patriarchal patterning of “governance at national, ecclesiastical, business, and 
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family levels.”134 Because this image of God has dominated within the western Christian 
tradition it has reached the level of idolatry.135 Sallie McFague explains that, because 
God the Father has become the prevailing metaphor for God in the western church, it has 
gone from a singular metaphor, to a complete model for God that has become the 
conceptual lens for interpreting the entire Christian tradition. McFague argues that 
conceiving Christianity though the lens of God the Father is idolatrous. In She Who Is, 
Elizabeth Johnson outlines the correlation between androcentric theologies of God as 
exemplified in Thomas Aquinas’ work, and how they led to ecclesial practice that 
excludes women in the Catholic community from: 
[F]ull participation in the sacramental system, from ecclesial centers of significant 
decision making, law making, and symbol making, and from official public 
leadership roles whether in governance or the liturgical assembly. They are called to 
honor a male savior sent to be a male God whose legitimate representatives can only 
be male, all of which places their persons as female in a peripheral role.136  
 
These theologians have shown that, when divine images are predominantly male, women 
have a peripheral role in church praxis.  
 *Feminists have shown also that female images in theology can also be 
oppressive when they promote oppressive stereotypes for women. Natalie Knödel argues 
that a nuptial ecclesiology, which describes the church as feminine—Bride of Christ—
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reinforces the stereotype of the male as active and the female as passive. This is 
oppressive for women because as she explains: “it operates with a concept of femininity 
that bears little resemblance to the lives of women and is used to put them into an 
essentially inferior position.”137 Rosemary Carbine illuminates how this oppressive 
nuptial theology connects to a Mariology that encourages women to emulate Mary. This 
“portrays women as passive recipients rather than active agents of the Church’s mission 
and message in ecclesial and, by implication, public life.”138 Mary Daly argues that 
images of Mary can be oppressive in that they create an essentialzing symbolic for 
women connected to virginity and motherhood; these stereotypes keep women locked 
into prescribed roles and affects such as surrender, non-assertiveness, passivity and/or 
overly sexualized.139 Daly also argues that the practice of priests meditating to Mary as a 
way to understand women is simply a vehicle that priests can project their own 
stereotypes of women and not actually encounter real women and their experiences. 
These are several of the ways that women are kept from full becoming in society and in 
the church. They remain subjects, viewed as symbols, and “[t]o consider a person—a 
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subject—as a symbol is to treat him or her as an object, which is fundamentally an 
egoistic and hostile act.”140  
 Nancy Pineda-Madrid argues that the Virgin of Guadalupe, in part with the 
Mexican folklore image of La Malinche, are used to create a binary of stereotypes for 
women, encouraging women to “follow the example set by Mary—that is, to model “self-
sacrifice, self-effacement, and self-subordination” and, by doing, so to become 
“spiritually superior.”141 Pineda-Madrid critiques the Catholic church in Mexico for 
implicitly blaming victims of a mass feminicide in Ciudad Juárez by stating that the way 
women dress and act contributes to their murders.142 She also argues that atonement 
theologies of the cross, particularly Anselmian atonement, have generated a troubling 
situation in churches, Protestant and Catholic, where they “can be easily misinterpreted 
and misused to gloss over horrific violence perpetrated by Christians in the name of Jesus 
Christ.” 143 She argues that distorted Anselmian theology “has been used to prolong, if 
not tacitly condone, situations of domestic violence and many other forms of violence—
all under the banner of “carrying one’s cross.”144 Along these lines, the work of Marie 
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Fortune, Rebecca Parker, and Rita Nakashima Brock have shown the destructive 
implications of atonement theologies that exemplify self-sacrificing love as the way of 
Jesus. These types of atonement theologies, paired with theological ideas that promote an 
image of women as subservient, passive, and docile, can make church an unsafe space for 
many women—particularly those have suffered sexual abuse and/or find themselves in 
abusive domestic situations. Women in situations of abuse are sometimes counseled by 
pastors, or they have internalized the concept that they must suffer in their abusive 
situations as Christ suffered on the cross.145  
 What can be discerned behind each of these oppressive theological interpretations 
is an overarching paradigm of necrophilia as explained by Jantzen. A necrophilic 
imaginary has influenced theological interpretations and led to oppressive and necrophilic 
ecclesiological practices.146 However, despite these oppressive situations within 
churches, women have created their own, more liberative communities and safer-spaces, 
often within the walls of the existing patriarchal churches. The very existence of and the 
liberative praxis within these new spaces are a form of critique to oppressive ecclesial 
structures in that they demonstrate a different, more liberative church. In the next section, 
I will explore the ways that *feminists have developed liberative forms of praxis as 
critique.  
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 Some *feminists develop new communal praxis that contrasts with oppressive 
ecclesiological practices and also creates liberative space for people to come into fuller 
being. For example, Nelle Morton developed groups of women’s listening circles where 
women gathered to share the stories of their lives. In these listening groups, Morton 
noticed something profound was happening. Women would report being “heard into 
speech.”147 Women felt held in these groups and where women were able to to find their 
voices and tell their stories in new ways. The groups created an empowering atmosphere: 
Hearing of this sort is equivalent to empowerment. We empower one another by 
hearing the other to speech. We empower the disinherited, the outsider, as we are 
able to hear them name in their own way their own oppression and suffering. In turn, 
we are empowered as we can put ourselves in a position to be heard by the 
disinherited (in this case other women) to speaking our own feeling of being caught 
and trapped. Hearing in this sense can break through political and social structures 
and image a new system.148 
The simple practice of hearing has a profoundly personal, political, and theological 
effect. Women become empowered, and in turn can speak truth to power or even 
imagining a new system. Theologically the practice of listening, leads Morton to 
understand God as “A great ear at the heart of the universe –at the heart of our common 
life—hearing human beings to speech—to our own speech.”149 Such radical and critical 
praxis is not complex, nor does it require a lot of resources to facilitate transformative 
change. 
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 In another example, Maria Pilar Aquino discusses how women’s participation in 
Latin American ecclesial base communities helped shape these groups and, in part, create 
a new church: 
In the ecclesial base communities women reclaim their right to be the church and 
regarded as creative participants in it. In fact, the majority of the participants in the 
communities agree that ‘it is women who take the first step and push the community 
forward, they are the most active, they give the community life and strengthen the 
new church.’ In the community the church becomes a happening where women’s 
word and commitment reinvent it.150 
Catholic women in North America during the 1970’s and 80’s began to form their own 
intentional communities on the edges of the church, where they could develop feminist 
practices and symbols that affirmed their whole humanity. This became known as the 
Women-Church movement. In her book, Women-Church, Rosemary Radford Ruether 
discusses that it is not enough for women to participate in protests and activist groups for 
change but “[o]ne needs communities of nurture to guide one through death of the old 
symbolic order of patriarchy to rebirth in a new community of being and living.”151 As 
she goes on to explain, more than protest is required to weaken the old patriarchal 
system: 
We must begin to live the new humanity now. We must begin to incarnate the 
community of faith in the liberation of humanity from patriarchy in words and deed, 
in new words, new prayers, new symbols, and new praxis. This means we need to 
form gathered communities to support us as we set out on our exodus from 
patriarchy.152 
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Women-church explored ways of embodying the sacraments, liturgy and other faith 
practices from a feminist perspective and a theology of church as a “community of 
liberation from patriarchy.”153 
 Mary Daly describes the woman’s movement of the 1960’s and 70’s as a type of 
anti-church. She uses the term anti-church instead of church because for her church is 
“freighted with an archaic heritage.”154 However she finds that certain understandings of 
church are still relevant in pointing towards women’s community making. For example, 
ideas of church as a space set apart, as an exodus community, as a charismatic 
community and a communicating community (that is a community with a mission), are all 
images that can apply to the women’s movement. Daly contends that the women’s 
movement is an example of liberative communal praxis because it creates a new space: 
[I]t is where being is discovered in confrontation with nothingness, it is an invitation 
to others to leave the patriarchal space of alienative identity… and enter new space. 
The Roman church has often “excommunicated” those who disagreed with its 
dogmas. One woman remarked that the community of sisterhood, which has no 
hierarchy and no dogmas, involves a process which is the opposite of this. That is, it 
expands by “incommunication.” Those who discover the covenant find themselves in 
the new space.155 
While it would be unfair to classify Daly as writing about the church, her idea resonates 
with *feminist perspectives of forming women-church on the margins of patriarchal 
church structures. The development of and participation in these types of emerging 
feminist groups is critical praxis in that they generate alternative or anti-patriarchal 
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spaces. The need for new community moves beyond church as Daly contends; however, 
it need not always be beyond church.  
 Ivone Gebara notes the importance for women to have alternative spaces to create 
transformative community. These types of communities can be “constructive and creative 
place[s] that not only supports us in living our lives but affirms our convictions, sustains 
us in moments of doubt, and gives us the energy to persevere.”156 Gebara thinks that “the 
most fundamental need many women are feeling is to have a “place,” a small community 
in which their questions and convictions can be shared.”157 Often there is not a place for 
these types of communities within dominant churches so women must find other places 
where they can meet and form intentional, liberative community. Reuther argues that the 
formation of new communities is not a task taken lightly but one that emerges because 
the patriarchal crisis is so acute and change so unpromising that women cannot “continue 
to communicate within these traditional church institutions unless we have an alternative 
community of reference that nurtures and supports our being.”158  
 Another example of transformative community praxis that contributes towards 
church is found in Africa. Several decades ago, Mercy Amba Oduyoye founded the 
international community called The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians 
(The Circle). The Circle’s mission is to form communities that lift up the voice of the 
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voiceless and seek to change rampant sexism in church (and other religious institutions) 
and across Africa.159 The women in The Circle are a vast network from various contexts 
across Africa, and includes pastors, academics, and lay leaders from diverse vocations. 
The Circle directly connects with grassroots women in hopes to lift up their voices and 
lived theology. The Circle encourages women to reflect together and they write books, 
letters, memoirs, sermons, and so forth; the word “theology” encompasses their lives as 
well as their reflections and writing. The Circle is an example of a community that is 
focused on changing churches and other religious organizations; The Circle models 
another way for women to gather, a safe space of empowerment and connection, with 
hopes to eradicate sexism within Africa and in the church.  
 Mary Hunt and her partner Diana Neu, founded the Women’s Alliance for 
Theology, Ethics and Ritual (WATER) in 1983. WATER is a multi-faceted non-profit 
educational organization that develops and also helps women to develop meaningful 
theology, spiritual practices, ethics and rituals outside of dominant institutional religious 
organization: “[WATER] is a vibrant organization that goes far beyond conventional 
approaches to religion to provide a wide array of intellectual, political, and spiritual 
resources to those working for social change.”160 WATER helps to cultivate community 
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through networks and gatherings both in person and virtually.161 The work of WATER as 
Mary Hunt describes, is important for today: 
Now it’s our responsibility as religious leaders to keep ourselves together and do the 
work that's needed. That means creating livable, habitable, welcoming, embracing 
spaces, where people and animals and other parts of creation can be nurtured and can 
thrive. That's what we at WATER have always tried to do. It’s work that’s more 
necessary and urgent than ever.162 
WATER’s vision and practice of creating these types of liberative nurturing spaces is an 
example of a *feminist ecclesiological vision taking root outside the bounds of traditional 
ecclesiological structures and creatively generating new resources and community.  
 A smaller organization, Martha and Mary’s Place, located in Atlanta has a similar 
mission to WATER. Their mission is to be “an inclusive community that strives to 
integrate spiritual growth, social justice and ecological consciousness through theological 
education, celebrations and rituals” 163 The founders of the organization “believed that 
women needed a community where they can reflect on their lives, find their voices and 
articulate their unique spiritual experiences.”164 Martha and Mary’s Place lives out their 
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mission by creating a space where women can gather, study, form community, and 
develop meaningful rituals in their lives. They offer an array of weekly and monthly 
classes as well as workshops and retreats.  
 Jennie S. Knight conducted ethnographic research at Martha and Mary’s Place, in 
her book: Feminist Mysticism and Images of God: A Practical Theology.165 Knight’s 
research shows that “many women, particularly those who have questioning minds and 
spirits and a passion for justice, are looking for a way to reconcile feminism with 
spirituality.” 166 Knight suggests that places like Martha and Mary’s Place keep women 
connected to Jewish and Christian faith traditions when they would have otherwise left 
due to oppressive patriarchal theologies and practices. She encourages church leaders and 
scholars to “pay attention to the movement of which [Martha and Mary’s Place] is a part, 
listening carefully to what the women there have to say . . . as being examples of a 
passion and need for spiritual growth in our culture rather than as aberrant extra-church 
organizations.”167 
 In each of these examples, innovative and inclusive communal practices stand in 
direct contrast to hierarchical church structures. Inclusive communities challenge 
oppressive norms by enabling women to come more fully into being. Inclusive 
communities show that more liberative ways are possible. Women and other 
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marginalized groups can gain voice and vision through inclusive communal practices, 
which can awaken them to oppressive practices of kyriarchical institutions. 
Conclusion 
 In many cases, the *feminist analysis critiques discussed in this chapter were 
written decades ago, but they still have relevance today because many of the systems and 
practices they critiqued have not changed. In other instances, *feminist critiques 
positively influenced practice and theologies, and these should be noted and celebrated. 
One example is how many theological schools, denominations, and churches have 
implemented gender inclusive language as norms for speaking about God in liturgy and 
academic writing. In 1989, the United Methodist Church published the United Methodist 
Hymnal, which contained substitutions “for unnecessarily repeated gender metaphors, 
nouns, and pronouns.”168 Similarly, in 1995, the United Church of Christ published the 
New Century Hymnal which integrates gender inclusive language into its hymns.169 
Gender inclusive language helps to dethrone the patriarchal images of god from the 
Christian theological imaginaries within these theological communities.  
 Another example, is the ordination of women and LGBTQ people in many 
mainline Protestant denominations. Inclusive ordination practices are a positive step in 
the transformation of patriarchal churches. However, while inclusive ordination is one 
positive transformational step, more change is still needed because hierarchical 
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leadership in general is problematic as Mary Hunt, Rosemary Radford Reuther, and 
others have pointed out. Envisioning and implementing leadership within the church 
beyond the hierarchical clergy model is still needed. Alternative examples of leadership 
can be learned from black women’s leadership models as Cheryl Townsend Gilkes found 
in her research, and also forms of leadership that have emerged in women-church 
movements, and communities like The CIRCLE and WATER to name only a few.  
 While the above changes are important to celebrate, we must not stop here. 
Churches that want to eradicate kyriarchical and patriarchal imaginaries will need to 
embark on more in-depth theological changes that seek to bring to consciousness to 
oppressive hidden inheritances. Churches may need to reconsider how Christian history 
is told, and what texts are considered part of the canon. Perhaps new texts will need to be 
integrated into liturgies alongside the current biblical canon, such as the Gospel of Mary. 
While such changes would be difficult, *feminist ecclesiological work can be a vital 
resource for communities engaged in change processes. 
 In the next chapter, I will turn to the ecclesiological constructions that white 
feminist, womanist, mujerista, African, and Asian women have developed out of these 
critical analyses. These constructions offer perspectives, visions, and metaphors that can 




CONSTRUCTIVE APPROACHES IN *FEMINIST ECCLESIOLOGY 
 The task of *feminist ecclesiology does not stop at critical analysis of the church 
but also turns to the constructive work of imagining new ecclesiology. While many 
theologians work across the categorical lines of critical and constructive, I leverage the 
categories as a means to organize the many sources across two chapters and to note any 
thematic differences that may be found. In this chapter I will explore constructive 
approaches to ecclesiology that white feminists, womanist, mujerista, African, and Asian 
women have taken around the globe. Constructive ecclesiological work may be in the 
form of developing new historical interpretations, symbols, or metaphors for church, as 
well as constructing new communities or churches themselves. Many of these theological 
constructions emerge through the deconstructive process of discovering liberative images 
that are buried beneath or in the gaps of patriarchal histories and metaphors.170 
Theologians also develop new theological constructions of church based on women’s 
experience and practices; those most marginalized are often attended to by *feminist 
theologians as harbingers of emerging theology.  
 Natalie Watson argues that constructive *feminist work is the basis for 
ecclesiological discourse that decenters patriarchal ecclesiologies and methods of 
interpreting church. The development of a new *feminist ecclesiological discourse is 
important in that it “is both a feminist creative and constructive re-reading for the 
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ecclesial and ecclesiological tradition in which women live and an ecclesiological 
écriture feminine which makes women authors, human beings of authority, of being 
church.”171 
 In the following sections I explore a variety of constructive *feminist 
ecclesiological discourse. My analysis of the discourse for common threads revealed 
three major sources for constructive work: history and tradition, lived experience, and 
holistic worldviews. These sources frame the chapter.  
History and Tradition 
 The first major source for constructive *feminist ecclesiological work is liberative 
historical work. *Feminist theologians generate new metaphors for church based on 
historical research that can have impact on contemporary ecclesial imagination and 
practices. As discussed earlier, *feminist theologians have also developed hermeneutical 
methods for interpreting ancient Christian traditions that uncover parts of the tradition 
that are liberative for women, revealing ways that women helped shape the Christian 
tradition from the beginning. Liberative *feminist interpretations of history and the 
Christian tradition can provide new vision for churches today about their history and their 
role in the world. 
 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Letty Russell, and Aracely de Rocchietti each study 
the praxis of Jesus and the early Jesus movements as inspiration for ecclesial metaphors 
that can guide the church today. They uncover Jesus’ inclusive praxis, in which he 
 




welcomed marginalized people, like women, to his fellowship table and/or as disciples; 
they recognize such welcome as a defining and radical feature of Jesus’ ministry and the 
praxis of the early church. Schüssler Fiorenza describes the early Jesus movements, as a 
discipleship of equals and the early church as an ekklesia of wo/men. Her metaphors 
emphasize the egalitarian nature of the early movement, with women participating along 
with men. Letty Russell’s metaphor for church, church in the round, is based on the table 
fellowship practices described in the gospels. She explains that the image of the table is 
inspired “by the story of [the] Messiah, who came to welcome all those who were 
marginal, excluded from society and from religious practices of Jesus’ time.”172 Aracely 
de Rocchietti examines Jesus’ ministerial praxis and argues that the ecclesial metaphor 
“people of God” must be inclusive of women. For her, inclusiveness is important 
because: “Jesus calls together a community in which there is a place for those who are of 
no account, those who are rejected because of their physical defects, their sex or their 
race. Jesus rejected the idea of creating a restricted, separate, and sanctified people.”173  
 In each of these historical interpretations of Jesus and the early church, the 
political dimension of Jesus’ ministry is emphasized. Schüssler Fiorenza explains that 
ekklesia in the original Greek does not mean church but literally means ““democratic 
congress” of full decision making citizens.”174 For Schüssler Fiorenza, ekklesia in the 
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New Testament “is not so much a religious as a civil-political concept. It means the 
actual assembly of free citizens gathering for deciding their own spiritual-political 
affairs.”175 Translating ekklesia to church “robs the word of its political character.”176 The 
term ekklesia blurs the lines between the sacred and the secular, the spiritual and the 
political and points towards a different construction of community: “Ekklesia is not the 
same as ‘church’ but is an alternative to imperial forms of church and society.”177 
Ekklesia is an emancipatory space based on egalitarian relationships.178 For Russell, 
Jesus’ inclusive praxis and the image of the round table calls the church towards justice 
and the “inclusion of the marginalized as a sign of God’s intention for humanity.”179 She 
goes on to argue that justice needs to be added as a mark or sign of the church, and that 
all signs of the church are ultimately “tested by how well those signs convey the good 
news of God’s Jubilee of liberation and justice that was at the heart of Jesus’ Spirit-filled 
ministry.”180 For de Rocchietti, Jesus includes and identifies with the marginalized, which 
“is a threat to those who hold power and interpret the history of salvation in accordance 
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to their own interests.”181 The role of the church must be to struggle for liberation and 
also affirm that all people are created in the likeness and image of God.182 She explains: 
Taking on this dual responsibility will contribute to hastening the downfall of the 
obsolete structures which imprison the power of the Gospel and the potentialities of 
the People of God in a false interpretation of what it means for us to be the church; 
and at the same time, it will provide an opportunity for the emergence of new 
expressions of the Churches which are more faithful to the demands of the gospel.183 
Schüssler Fiorenza, Russell, and de Rocchietti each formulate visions of church based on 
the radical praxis of Jesus that challenge the church to become inclusive and liberative 
communities that challenge unjust and exclusive churches and societal institutions. 
 Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker, and Grace Jantzen also develop historical 
work that has implications for ecclesiology. Their work differs from the historical 
projects discussed above because they examine a broader scope of history, indeed two 
millennia of Christian history and tradition, to uncover liberative ideological patterns and 
practices that can help guide imagination and praxis today. Nakashima Brock and 
Parker’s research focuses on Christian iconography and theology of paradise. ethics of 
paradise, which is developed from a historical study of the Christian tradition, 
particularly focused on Christian imagery. Their work uncovers aesthetic expressions of 
the first millennium of Christianity, discovering that scenes of an earthly paradise were 
the dominant images in Christian sanctuaries, and not scenes of the crucifixion of Jesus, 
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as is common today. As they explain, the images of paradise they discovered did not 
point towards a heavenly afterlife but rather to paradise on earth: 
in the early church, paradise—first and foremost—was this world, permeated and 
blessed by the Spirit of God. It was on earth . . . The images filled the walls and 
spaces in which liturgies fostered aesthetic, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual 
experiences of life in the present, in a world created as good and delightful.184 
They also noticed that the images of paradise featured Jesus as a means to open the gates 
of paradise. The images link Jesus to abundant life: 
Jesus, like the Hebrew prophets, connected paradise—abundant life—to the practical 
needs of human beings, who require a sustainable and sustaining life free from 
economic exploitation and political oppression. The spiritual and the material are 
inseparable, as are grace and ethics. Those who feast on the bread of heaven must 
pray that “Give us this day our daily bread” is answered for all, and they must work to 
make such bread real.185 
In these images, paradise is connected to praxis: paradise must be created in this world 
through working towards justice.  
 Grace Jantzen’s historical work traces the entire western tradition, from Plato 
onward, revealing what she describes as a necrophilic imaginary, focused on death, 
domination, and other-worldly salvation. She argues that the necrophilic imaginary has 
overlaid and hidden a worldview of natality that celebrates life and flourishing in the here 
and now. In her view, flourishing offers a theological alternative to a necrophilic, other-
worldly concept of salvation that focuses on receiving eternal life after death. Flourishing 
focuses on abundant living in this life: 
The word ‘flourish’ is etymologically linked with flowers, with blossoming… In the 
more common verb form, to flourish is to blossom, to thrive, to throw out leaves and 
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shoots, growing vigorously and luxuriantly. In the human sphere it denotes 
abundance, overflowing with vigor and energy and productiveness, prosperity, 
success and good health. The concept of flourishing is a strongly positive concept; on 
who flourishes is going from strength to strength.186 
The concept of flourishing underscores imaginaries of natality that challenge necrophilic 
worldviews.  
 Jantzen’s ideas of flourishing and natality are strongly resonant with Nakashima 
Brock and Parker’s interpretation of paradise. Flourishing essentially describes paradise: 
overflowing abundance, vigor, prosperity, good health. Both concepts have implications 
and raise questions for ecclesial practice. Nakashima Brock and Parker show how the 
concept of paradise had implication for ancient church praxis. They explain that, for the 
early church, the creation of paradise on earth required rigorous discipline and practice. 
Baptism was intended to initiate the difficult entrance into paradise, which meant 
overcoming injustice and exploitation. In order for someone to be baptized, they had to 
go through an extensive conversion process that required: 
physical and intellectual effort and ethical spiritual discipline. It was akin to applying 
for, attending, and graduating from college while also training for an Olympic team 
sport and undergoing group therapy. Individual conversion, commitment, and work 
affected the depth of transformation, but baptism was not just an individual affair. 
The entire community helped. The culminating immersion had the celebratory quality 
of a commencement ceremony. Everyone participated in a process that transported 
people out of their previous world and into the church, the “paradise in this world” as 
Irenaeus called it.187 
This historical description highlights how some ancient rituals demanded radical practice 
in order to depart from the Roman imperial status quo. They conclude that restoring 
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paradise will require a “struggle with evil and injustice, requiring the development of 
wisdom, love, nonviolence, and responsible uses of power… Entering paradise in this life 
is not an individual achievement but is the gift of communities that train perception and 
teach ethical grace.”188 
 Creating paradise on earth will take concerted individual and communal effort, 
one that churches can facilitate. Churches can find inspiration in ancient practices of 
baptism as an intense initiation process intended to help people learn to contribute to 
paradise on earth. How might such a vision shape church practice? Likewise, Jantzen’s 
flourishing has implications for contemporary ecclesial praxis and ecclesiological 
questions. If western imperial Christian traditions are influenced by a necrophilic 
imaginary, how might flourishing reorient the values, vision, and mission of the church? 
How would an ecclesiology that is built around the model of flourishing or paradise shift 
church praxis? These questions show how concepts like paradise, flourishing and natality 
can have tangible implications for practice. 
 The concepts of paradise and flourishing are perhaps insufficient in themselves to 
capture the core concerns of many theologians. Sweeping historical projects do not 
always get to the heart of the oppressive realities that many marginalized people face, 
including the very basic needs of survival. The historical approaches of Delores Williams 
and Monica Coleman focus on the basic survival of marginalized people as an act of 
salvation. Williams looks to the biblical story of Hagar (Genesis 16 and 21:8-21), as a 
 




salvific story that is resonant with African American women’s experience. 189 For 
Williams, the story of Hagar is salvific because Hagar survives even in the harshest of 
situations. Hagar’s experience speaks to the reality many black women have faced, the 
challenge of surviving against all odds in oppressive and dominating systems. Her story 
also highlights how God works with humans in their survival: 
[W]hen Hagar and her child were finally cast out of the home of their oppressors and 
were not given proper resources for survival, God provided Hagar with a resource. 
God gave her new vision to see survival resources where she had seen none before. 
Liberation in the Hagar stories is not given by God; it finds its source in human 
initiative… Thus, it seemed to me that God’s response to Hagar’s (and her child’s) 
situation was survival and involvement in their development of an appropriate quality 
of life, that is, appropriate for their situation and their heritage… Many black women 
have testified that “God helped them make a way out of no way.” They believe God 
is involved not only in their survival struggle, but that God also supports their 
struggle for quality of life, which “making a way” suggests.190 
Williams perspective underscores a hope that God works alongside humans to provide a 
way forward out of an impossible situation. It promises that God is there even when there 
seems to be no way.  
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 Making a way out of no way is a common theme found within African American 
and womanist work.191 Monica Coleman traces this thread in womanist theology and 
shows that survival as salvation runs through womanist work:192 
[S]alvation is not always liberation or freedom from all pain and suffering... Salvation 
is also survival and quality of life, and it requires the cooperation of the world in 
which we live. While God offers salvific resources, humanity must take advantage of 
these resources to effect salvation… Making a way out of no way: acknowledges both 
the role of God and of human agency as new ways break forth into the future.193  
Both Williams and Coleman point to the idea that salvation involves human agency and 
taking advantage of God’s resources. Like Nakashima Brock and Parker’s work on 
paradise, humans must work to bring about salvation and survival. Humans must act in 
concert with God to break open a new way. As such, each of the images provide an 
agential perspective on salvation, which has implications for ecclesiology; the church 
must work together with God to move forward, even when all may seem lost. Such a 
vision can inspire church praxis to move towards what may seem impossible. Oppressive 
systems and institutions of the world may feel immovable, but the very idea of making a 
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way of out no way promises that, even when it seems impossible, there is a way. God and 
humans work together to make that way. 
 The historical work discussed in this section provides a critical reimagining of 
Jesus’ ministry, the history of the church, and the biblical counter narratives of dominant 
patriarchal and kyriarchical traditions. The authors develop metaphors, imaginaries, and 
theological interpretations that can shape more liberative visions and guide 
ecclesiological discourse and church practices. 
Lived Experience 
 A second major source for constructive ecclesiological work in *feminist 
ecclesiology is the lived experience of women and other marginalized peoples as an 
important source to enhance understandings and practices of church. The work of Delores 
Williams, Kelly Brown Douglass, M. Shawn Copeland, Letty Russell, and Ada María 
Isasi-Díaz all draw on lived experience as a source for ecclesiological construction. Each 
is able to develop more liberative or ideal metaphors for the church that can help reshape 
oppressive ecclesial practices.  
 Williams argues that sexism in African American denominational churches is a 
sin. She argues that much of black theology does not attend to the experience of black 
women and sexism and therefore misses this serious problem within the black church. 
From this perspective, she constructs an ideal vision of the Black Church: “the Black 
Church is invisible, but we know it when we see oppressed people rising up in freedom. 
It is community essence, ideal and real as God works through it in behalf of the survival, 
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liberation and positive, productive quality of life of suffering people.”194 Williams’ vision 
of the black church is not only a physical phenomenon, but the spirit that sparks courage, 
freedom, liberation; it is an ecclesiological ideal that can judge problematic 
denominational and congregational praxis that is sexist. Williams, argues that sexism is 
not part of the black church, even if it is part of many African-American denominational 
churches; the black church calls people out of oppression, 
 Like Wiliams’ ideal of the black church discussed above, Kelly Brown Douglass 
uses the blues as a lens to critique ways in which the African American churches have 
unwittingly taken on sexist and homophobic practices of white supremacy. Brown 
Douglass looks to the experience and artistic expression of marginalized African 
American people, particularly black women, and develops the blues as a metaphor for 
ecclesiology. Brown Douglass explains that the blues is an art form that reveals the 
grittiness and embodiedness of black lives as they struggle to survive in a world pitted 
against them, and also to connect with themselves and their desires: “Blues is a music that 
recreates black bodies.”195 Brown Douglass shows that, during the early part of the 20th 
century, many black churches in the northern U.S. incorporated ‘civilizing’ practices that 
 
194 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 205-206, emphasis mine. 
 




were white puritanical norms, seeking means to become respectable to white culture. 196 
Incorporating these civility norms led to the exclusion of many marginalized people:197  
[W]hat is considered civil in this narrative is what is considered acceptable to white 
culture… It turns black people away from their own cultural/historical resources… It 
ignores the “taken-for-granted” wisdom of black bodies that gave them the know-
how, the drive, and the hope to keep going in the face of almost insuperable odds… 
The narrative of civility, by nature, functions to maintain white supremacy.198  
For Brown Douglass, the blues resists the white civilizing norms, and is a sensual 
metaphor concerned with bodies. She argues that the black church evolved in the hush 
harbors of slavery as a way to care for black bodies.199 For her this means that the black 
church “must do as blues women have done, name the evil and then act in such a way 
that does not foster this evil.”200 Therefore, for the black church to truly be black it must 
be concerned about blues bodies—those bodies in the black community who have been 
marginalized particularly women and LGBTQ bodies. 
 Resonant with Brown Douglass’s work with blues bodies and black sexuality, M. 
Shawn Copeland, looks at the experiences or marks of queer bodies (race, sex, gender, 
sexuality) and argues that they must be seen as representative of Christ—and ultimately 
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the sacrament of the Eucharist.201 She argues that the image of a black queer body 
crucified can guide the church into a more open and affirming praxis: “Only an ekklesia 
that follows Jesus of Nazareth in (re)marking its flesh as “queer” as his own may set a 
welcome table in the household of God.”202 By marking Christ’s flesh as “queer” it 
expands the body of Christ and thus effects the flesh of the church. As Copeland 
describes: 
Unless, our sisters and brothers are beside and with each of us, we are not the flesh of 
Christ. The sacramental aesthetics of Eucharist, the thankful living manifestations of 
God’s image through particularly marked flesh, demand the vigorous display of 
difference in race and culture and tongue, gender and sex and sexuality. Again, 
Gregory of Nyssa: “The establishment of the Church is re-creation of the world. But 
it is only in the union of all the particular members that the beauty of Christ’s Body is 
complete.203 
Linking the Eucharist to markers of flesh, such as race, sex, gender, sexuality and culture, 
links flesh to the Church, “[t]hese marks differentiate and transgress, they unify and 
bond, but the flesh of the Christ relativizes these marks in the flesh of the church.”204 If 
Christ’s body is a queer body then those marginalized bodies must be fully accepted and 
welcomed into the church.  
 The blues as a metaphor for church, signifies a practice that that “recreates black 
bodies” who experience marginalization and encourages the church to become a blues 
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church to more aptly care for all black bodies. Similarly, but borrowing from a different 
cultural practice, Letty Russell constructs a vision of church as a “hot-house.” A hot-
house is a Japanese concept that describes “special place of safety, comfort and care” 
specifically for women… The Japanese word for ‘hot’ in this context means “safe, 
relaxed, comfortable.””205 Russell finds the metaphor of the hot-house relevant for 
ecclesiology because it describes a vision of the church that is: 
a sanctuary, a place of safety for all who enter, and especially for those who are the 
most marginal, weak or despised of any community… [T]he welcome extends to 
those of all races, ages, nationalities, genders, sexual orientations, all creatures and 
creation itself as the church becomes a place where there is intent to heal and live out 
God’s justice rather than promote the privilege of the few.206  
Russell uses hot as a descriptor for welcoming women. For the church to become hot, it 
must overcome sexism and recognize that the gifts of the spirit have been poured out 
upon women as equally as men.  
 Ada María Isasi-Díaz also draws on the everyday life experiences, lo cotidiano of 
grass roots women as a vital resource for considering social change and re-interpreting 
the image of the Kingdom of God. Lo cotidiano refers “to those immediate necessities, to 
the crises that grassroot people have to face, daily and to the wisdom they show when, in 
some way or other, they survive.”207 The wisdom generated by grassroots women is 
needed to subvert oppressive systems: “conscienticized cotidiano carries with it 
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subversive elements that can help us to question the reality in which we live.”208 Isasi-
Díaz explains that the liberation of women can only arise through true structural change 
that takes into count lo cotidiano: “Unless the changes we struggle to bring about impact 
the organization and function of lo cotidiano, structural change will not happen, and if it 
happens it will not last.”209  
 Resonances exist between concepts of lo cotidiano and Delores Williams’ 
interpretations of Hagar’s practices of survival: Both show that the survival practices of 
the oppressed are important resources for theological perspective. Isasi-Díaz does not 
explicitly mention the church in her development of lo cotidiano, however the church is 
implicated as a dominant institution wherever its practices are oppressive to grassroots 
women. If churches are to become more liberative and develop lasting structural change, 
then they must take account of lo cotidiano of grassroots women. Isasi-Díaz also uses the 
concept of lo cotidiano in a way that has direct implications for ecclesiology by further 
developing the metaphor Kingdom of God from her perspective of lo cotidiano, and the 
experience of Latino/a families.210 
 Isasi-Díaz states that the metaphor Kingdom of God illustrates how the followers 
of Jesus lived out their values in lo cotidiano, or their everyday life practices that 
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challenged and critiqued oppressive social orders.211 A new order or kingdom was made 
known in Jesus’ teachings and lo cotidiano, which was inclusive of all people.212 
However, she explains that, when the church became a dominant institution in imperial 
society, “kingdom of god” lost its prophetic, critical edge.213 She argues that new 
metaphors are now needed that can more aptly communicate the message of the 
alternative social order that Jesus proclaimed. Isasi-Díaz removes the “g” from kingdom, 
reshaping the metaphor to Kin-dom of God (or in Spanish la familia de Dios), which 
better captures the meaning in Jesus’ context.214  
 Understanding familia in Latina/o culture is central to grasping the meaning of the 
Kin-dom of God. Familia in Latina/o culture includes both blood and non-blood relatives 
who are all welcomed with both privileges and responsibilities.215 Isasi-Díaz explains that 
patriarchal and other oppressive aspects of familia are not part of this vision, rather she 
claims that “familia denotes important values that must be part of a new world order… 
the mutuality and reciprocity it entails is at the heart of… the gospel proclamation.”216 
Isasi-Díaz sees Jesus as “undoing-redoing” family; he challenges traditional notions of 
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kinship as blood relative by redefining kin as those who do the will of God.217 He models 
a new world order that cultivates kinship ties based on life praxis (doing the will of God) 
and not on blood. The image of kinship is potently relevant for a contemporary context: 
The proposal of using kin-dom as a metaphor for the new world order that Jesus 
brought to the world opens new perspectives, new vistas as to how to live the gospel 
message of justice and peace in our world in the twenty-first century... Kin-dom of 
God brings new understanding that strengthens the sense of mutuality, justice, and 
peace to Christian communities and to society at large.218 
Again, though Isasi-Díaz doesn’t explicitly discuss church or the “Kin-dom of God” as an 
ecclesial image, this metaphor has ecclesiological implications. Her work raises 
ecclesiological questions such as: How might churches become better at creating fictive 
kin bonds? Are churches aiming to create a new world order? By drawing on the life 
experiences of grassroots women and the Latino/a experience of familia, Isasi-Díaz is 
able to develop new visions for understanding the Kin-dom of God, which can bring new 
understandings to the church.  
 Williams, Douglass, Copeland, Russell, and Isasi-Díaz each create ecclesiological 
concepts, the black church, the blues church, the queer body of Christ, the hot church, 
and the Kin-dom of God based on the lived experiences of women, queer, and other 
marginalized people. They each critique practices of exclusion and sexism in the church 
in order to create churches that can welcome and attend to the needs of all bodies. Church 
from these perspectives should become a safe harbor, a hot-house, that models a new 
liberative kin-dom for all peoples. 
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 A third major source for *feminist ecclesiological constructions is a holistic 
worldview, which describes an inherent oneness of all of reality, in which the cosmos is 
made of interdependent systems and parts that are interconnected to form a whole. A 
holistic worldview underscores that humanity is a part of the natural world, and part of 
the interrelated and interconnected whole of creation including the Divine. A holistic 
worldview stands in contrast with dualistic worldviews that are prominent in the Western 
world and Christianity stemming from Neo-Platonism.219 Dualistic worldviews create 
harmful bifurcations between the sacred and profane, material and spiritual, heaven and 
earth, male and female, civilization and nature, to name only a few of the bifurcations 
evidenced in a dualistic worldview. Because of the prominence of dualistic worldviews in 
Western cultures and Christianity, a holistic worldview which does not divide the world 
into harmful dualistic patterns, is an important source for many *feminists rethinking 
theology and the church.  
 A holistic worldview undergirds a prominent source in womanist theology, Alice 
Walker’s definition of womanism, which includes holistic aspects of embodiment, affect, 
aesthetics, sexuality, and all of creation: 
A woman who loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually. Appreciates and 
prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility... and women’s strength... 
Committed to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female. Not a 
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separatist, except periodically, for health... Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the 
moon. Loves the Spirit... Loves struggle. Loves the folk. Loves herself. Regardless.220 
Rather than speaking specifically of a holistic worldview, womanist work often uses the 
term wholeness to capture a holistic sentiment. Kelly Brown Douglass traces how 
Walker’s image of wholeness echoes holistic indigenous African worldviews that does 
not conceive of a divide between the sacred and secular:  
It cannot be said enough that African worldviews tend not to make a distinction 
between the sacred and secular realities. The very notion of secularity has no place in 
many African cultures. All that is of the world is of God. Every aspect of life presents 
an opportunity for the manifestation of the divine presence. According to many 
African traditions there is a unity to life. Dualistic splits between the soul and body, 
heaven and earth, divine and flesh are nonexistent. No doubt because of their belief in 
the inherent unity between the sacred and secular, enslaved Africans were able to 
grasp the radicality of God’s disclosure in Jesus.221 
Brown Douglass leverages Walker’s concept of wholeness as a means “to spur the Black 
church toward an awareness of the inviolability of all reality, sacred and secular.”222 A 
holistic worldview is also a guiding source for Douglass’ work on the blues discussed 
above. Here she details three different holistic aspects of wholeness that she argues 
should be sought in the black community:  
First, it implies that an individual is whole, that is, spiritually, emotionally, 
psychically, and physically healed from the wounds of his/her oppression. Second, 
wholeness suggests that the Black community is not divided against itself in terms of 
harboring sexism, classism, colorism, or heterosexism. In other words, the 
community is free from “horizontal violence.” Finally, wholeness means that the 
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community itself is free, liberated from oppression, so that each member of the 
community can fulfill his/her singular potential as a child of God.223 
Douglass argues that as long as the black church does not accept LGBTQ people it 
cannot experience wholeness. She argues from a holistic worldview stating that if the 
church reunites the sacred and the secular, then sexuality, including homosexuality, can 
be accepted as part of the wholeness of the human community.224  
 A holistic vision of reality and of God’s holiness imbued in the ordinary aspects 
of life has inspired some ecclesiological constructions. For example, Susan Ross 
combines *feminist theological concerns with sacramental concerns in “a recognition that 
God’s presence is to be found in and through the material dimensions of life, particularly 
in the incarnation,” a holistic perspective, which blurs distinctions between the sacred and 
the secular, or sacramental life and ordinary life.225 She argues that, for a *feminist 
interpretation of church to counter hierarchical institutional structures, a holistic vision of 
church and sacraments is needed. Connecting the sacraments to the ordinary is a start to 
this holistic process. She argues that a holistic vision will need new practices, sacraments, 
and liturgies in order to help embody a non-hierarchical vision of church. Similarly, Mary 
Elizabeth Moore understands the sacramental as holistic and connected to the ordinary: 
“Ordinary reality mediates God’s grace, and ordinary people, situations, and objects are 
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vessels of the Holy. Thus, all aspects of life—even the margins of society—are imbued 
with God’s presence.”226  
 Moore turns to ecclesiology in advocating that teaching or any other human 
action can be identified as a sacramental act. Teaching is connected to the community, 
centered around reconstructing community and repairing the world, whether in the 
ecclesia or other human community. She explains that repairing the world, or building 
toward the kingdom of god, is an ecclesiological task. Part of this task is envisioning 
alternatives, and it is utopic in a sense. Moore argues that the sacraments of Eucharist and 
Baptism, both hold “a promise of what is to come—a foretaste of New Creation. They 
have to do with–re-creating the world,” even if in many instances this is distorted.227 
Baptism in Moore’s understanding echoes Nakashima Brock and Parker’s discussion of 
baptism as a ritual that foreshadows entrance into paradise in the present, though she does 
not use “paradise” language.  
 Moore holds a holistic approach to understanding community, showing that 
community is inherent in all of creation because: “God and creation are relational through 
and through, and God creates the cosmos for covenantal relationship.”228 In her book 
Ministering with the Earth, she explores ecologically connected forms of ministry as 
necessary ecclesiological practice.229 She invites readers to explore “consider God-
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centered, earth-bound ministries as having potential fullness that is of great importance in 
building up the body of Christ, equipping people for ministry, and restoring the 
relationship between human beings and the rest of creation.”230 In this example, a holistic 
approach to creation impacts ministerial practice and ultimately how the church is 
formed.  
 Mary Grey similarly draws on holistic themes of relationality, and the 
interdependence of the mystical and prophetic dimensions of church, in her 
ecclesiological work.231 She argues that, for the church to become a transformational 
community that can alter society, it must draw from both mystical and prophetic 
dimensions. By mystical she means a mystical experience where one awakens to the 
interconnected nature of all reality. Such mystical encounters reveal a fundamental 
wholeness and relationality of the whole cosmos.232 Grey argues that, because mystical 
experience reveals the deep relationality and sacramentality of the ordinary, it is also a 
prophetic practice; mystical encounters can transform communities.  
 To illustrate the interconnection between the mystical and the prophetic, Grey 
draws on a letter-writing conversation held between Rosemary Radford Ruether and 
Thomas Merton. Ruether argues to Merton that the monastic life (read here the mystical 
experience), is too far removed from society to be relevant for changing the inner city 
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(read here those areas in need of social justice, or the prophetic experience). Merton 
counters by arguing that it is “the job of the monk to do [the] kind of iconoclastic 
criticism” needed to “be effectively iconoclastic in the modern world.”233 For Merton, the 
mystical and prophetic are interconnected; he states that “the monastic life can play a 
very helpful part in the world struggle precisely because of the different perspective 
which it has and should preserve.”234  
 Grey follows Merton’s insight and argues against a false dichotomy that often 
separates the mystical from the prophetic.235 Deep mysticism reveals the sacredness of all 
and the need for right relationship; in this way, it is communally focused. She makes a 
further constructive move, noting that the mystic is not limited to an individual 
hero/heroine (consider in this example the heroic popularity of Merton). The mystic can 
be understood as the community; the ekklesia and not just the individual, must become 
the mystic. The community as mystic is a community that has encountered a deep vision 
of relationality with all creation including the Divine and models this in its own 
embodied interconnection. For the church to transform a neoliberal, individualistic and 
violent world, it must become a mystical community, or in Grey’s words: “the only hope 
of overcoming competitive individualism with all its attendant features is through 
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counter-cultural communities which live by a different vision and ethic.”236 She argues 
for a vision of church as an “ecclesia as the home for human flourishing—human but 
always in connection with the non-human creation.”237  
 Grey’s intervention from individual mystic to mystical community echoes Rita 
Nakashima Brock’s Christological construction that pushes against an image of Jesus as 
the one individual ‘superhero’ Christ. Nakashima Brock argues that the concept of Christ 
should not be applied to one person only but to the entire ‘kin-ship’ or Christa/community 
that embodies a new way of being in the world. 238 For Nakashima Brock, Christ cannot 
solely reside in a single person because no person is completely individual. The 
community that gathered around Jesus and participated in his radical praxis was and is the 
Christ.239 We are all shaped in community and interconnected to one another. Jesus 
participates centrally in this community but he is not the sole Christ—rather the Christ is 
the Christa/Community, “a lived reality expressed in relational image.”240 The emphasis 
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on a communal Christ leads towards a holistic ecclesial vision that eliminates a 
bifurcation between Christ and church—the two become one.  
 Understanding Christ as a Community can blur the lines between Christology and 
ecclesiology—it is a Christa/cclesiology. This theological conceptualization centers more 
power and responsibility on the church. Both Grey and Nakashima Brock’s constructive 
theological work can lead to an ecclesiological vision where the church is both mystic and 
Christ. Embedded in such an ecclesiological vision is an implicit challenge for the church 
to become more, to do more. It raises questions for ecclesiology: Are ecclesiologies 
emphasizing a superhero Christ and thus unwittingly limiting imagination about what the 
church could do and be in the world? 
 In each of the *feminist theological works discussed above, themes of wholeness 
or holistic worldviews emerge in a variety of ways. They emphasize overcoming dualistic 
divides between sacred and secular, the mystical and prophetic. They acknowledge that 
the ordinary is sacred and they emphasize the interconnection of all of creation. And 
lastly, some of these theologies seek to overcome the divide between Christ and the 
Church. Each of these images of wholeness raise ecclesiological questions about how the 
church understands itself in relationship to the world and also in its relationship to Christ. 
They point towards a holistic ecclesiology, where the church is one interconnected part of 
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 Each of these ecclesiological constructions bring about new visions for how to 
imagine theological constructions and practices, and even metaphors that reorient how to 
imagine church. If churches looked to these theological constructions to help reimagine 
their form and practice, especially in contexts where revitalizing is being sought, the 
constructions in this chapter could inspire dramatic new ways to be the church. For 
example, metaphors like the ekklesia of wo/men, push the church to blur the lines 
between the sacred and the secular, and understand itself as a democratic social 
organization or a community of equals that seeks to model a more just society. 
Theological constructions like those of salvation and flourishing, can help reorient 
ecclesiological vision towards the practical tasks of contributing actively to paradise or 
the kin-dom of God in this world. They draw on more ancient visions of church where its 
mission was to focus yearnings on paradise on earth. These constructions provide a new 
ecclesial imaginary by developing visions of church that are focused on bringing about a 
more emancipatory, democratic society; bringing about flourishing and salvation in this 
life. How might these ideas shape ecclesiological imagination? 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE FOUR NICENE MARKS OF THE CHURCH  
 What is the church from a *feminist perspective? How can a vision of church 
from a *feminist perspective enhance existing ecclesiological reflection? I sought to 
answer these questions by conceptually analyzing the *feminist ecclesiological sources 
presented in the last two chapters. Through my analysis, I found four prominent themes 
running through this body of literature: holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic. I name 
these four conceptual themes, the *feminist marks of the church. As the name alludes, 
these *feminist marks of the church have resonances with the Nicene marks of the 
church: one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Because of the surface level resonances, Mary 
Elizabeth Moore suggested I investigate how the *feminist literature echoes and deviates 
from these historically shaped marks. My research revealed that the four themes (or 
marks) of the *feminist church do bear similarities and differences in comparison with 
the Nicene marks. Upon investigation, I decided to bring these two descriptive and ideal 
marks of church into dialogue with one another and even to utilize the ‘four marks of the 
church’ as nomenclature for the four major conceptual themes in *feminist 
ecclesiological discourse. 
 To begin this dialogical work, I will briefly describe the four marks of the church 
found in the Nicene Creed (325 C.E., as adapted in Constantinople in 381 C.E.) and some 
of the ways the marks have been interpreted from various ecumenical perspectives. This 
chapter is a starting point for ecumenical discussions on these central concepts of the 
church, as well as a foundation for the later discussion in Chapter Six, which will detail 
the *feminist marks of the church and discuss how they echo, extend, or deviate from the 
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Nicene marks. The first section will provide an overview of the Nicene creed, and the 
sections that follow will discuss the four Nicene marks respectively. 
The Nicene Marks of the Church 
 The Nicene marks of the church one, holy, catholic and apostolic are often the 
starting place for theological reflection on the church, and they have been ecclesiological 
pillars ecumenically and in different cultural communities and parts of the world. The 
Nicene marks of the church have helped theologians reflect and define what constitutes 
the true church. Avery Dulles notes that this reflection includes whether the marks of the 
church in the Nicene Creed assert “a fact about the Church as it actually exists, an ideal 
of what it ought to be, or a promise about what it eventually will be.”241 For some, the 
Nicene marks point towards the church as it is; for others, the marks describe an ideal of 
what the church should or could become.  
 The Nicene Creed is a theological assertion produced during the Council of 
Nicaea that was called by the Roman Emperor Constantine in 325 C.E. Constantine 
called the council in order to deal with theological issues that threatened the unity of the 
recently united eastern and western portions of the Roman Empire. One major theological 
issue that the council addressed is now known as the Arian controversy. This pertained to 
differing views about the nature of Jesus’ divinity and humanity in relation to God, in 
particular the differing views between the Arians and Bishop Alexander.242 The 
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Christianization of the Roman Empire under Constantine meant that, for the first time, 
dissenting theological claims could now be declared heretical, and the power of the state 
could be used to enforce specific theological perspectives.243 As Stephen Brasher 
explains, “[t]he Council of Nicaea represented a unique moment in Christian history 
because it was here the church and state joined for the first time in the formation of an 
“official theology.””244 Brasher notes that the Council of Nicaea was “designed to quell 
theological controversy and stabilize religious (Christian) knowledge, in the form of a 
new emergent orthodoxy, over against alternative ways of theological knowing.”245 Two 
significant outcomes occurred from the Council of Nicaea: Arianism was declared the 
first official heresy of the newly imperialized church, and the Nicene Creed was 
composed and enacted as a declaration of official Roman orthodox theology. The Nicene 
Creed has had a lasting effect and has shaped many churches across ecumenical divides 
ever since. In fact, versions of the creed are “still recited as part of the liturgy in Eastern 
Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant churches alike to this day.”246 
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 The Nicene Creed, and the four marks of the church found within it, have 
frequently been reflected on in times of theological conflict and church divisions. 
Theologians have at times put forward specific interpretations of the four marks of the 
church in order to quell conflict and assert an orthodoxy over and against competing 
views. For example, Gordon Lathrop and Timothy Wengert show that the four marks of 
the church became prominent during the Protestant Reformation within various 
ecclesiological debates. As they explain, “the marks of the church arose in a very specific 
polemical situation where Luther’s opponents forced him to reevaluate his ecclesiology 
along evangelical lines.”247 Lathrop and Wengert found that before the Reformation there 
was no mention of the Nicene marks of the church in theological literature, but during the 
sixteenth century, theological treatises on the marks of the church became abundant.248 
The treatises were not limited to the four marks of the Nicene Creed, however; some 
theologians, such as Robert Bellamine, a seventeenth-century Roman Catholic 
theologian, created lists of up to fifteen marks of the church.249 Luther himself, used the 
idea of the signs of church, and his list included baptism, eucharist, and the gospel or, in 
sum,—the word and sacrament. As Cheryl Peterson explains, “for Luther and Calvin the 
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church’s identity is constituted and marked by the event of the word being proclaimed 
and the sacraments being administered.”250  
 Peterson goes on to explain that, even though Christians within the Protestant 
traditions did not hold a determinative view of the four marks of the church, they are still 
“serious points of corporate reflection, part of the process of critical self-examination that 
belongs to the household of faith.”251 Mary Elizabeth Moore explains that many churches 
used the Nicene Creed throughout their emerging and changing histories. She explains 
that a reason for its importance in contemporary ecumenical movements is because “it 
represents church consensus before the first division into East and West” and is thus 
“shared in a way that later creeds and confessions are not.”252 As these examples attest, 
the Nicene marks have provided a conceptual frame for ecclesiological reflection and 
also for discerning historical and ecumenical understandings of the church. 
 On the other hand, the marks of the church have also been interpreted in ways that 
promote oppressive theologies and visions of church. For example, Susan Abraham 
discusses how Roman Catholic ecclesiologies have used the marks of the church to 
perpetuate sexist and imperialist perspectives. Abraham explains below: 
The marks of the church have also been the imperial face of the church. In the era of 
colonialism, for example, catholicity has been interpreted to mean that Christian 
churches anywhere in the world had to acknowledge the primacy and superiority of 
 
250 Cheryl M. Peterson, Who Is the Church? An Ecclesiology for the Twenty-First Century (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2013), 72. 
 
251 Peterson, Who Is the Church? 72. 
 
252 Mary Elizabeth Moore, Covenant & Call: Mission of the Future Church, Equipping the Future Church, 
1 (Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 2000), 75. 
 
 126 
the Roman church. Or, apostolicity has been narrowly interpreted from the 
perspective of Western elite masculine leadership.253 
Nevertheless, despite the ways that the marks of the church have been used in oppressive 
ways, Abraham does not want to give up on them as a theological tool. In her own 
project, she seeks to “challenge the narrow and gendered interpretation of the marks of 
the church… in order to rethink the problem of gendered and colonial ecclesiology.”254 
Abraham does this in her work by infusing the idea of justice into the mark of catholicity. 
By doing so, the injustices that mar the notion of catholicity in the Catholic church—
“sexism, literalism, fundamentalism, and triumphalism, all marks of injustice and 
imperial domination begin to be erased. Only with justice can we become one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic church.”255 Abraham’s work is one example of how the marks of 
the church can be at once interpreted in oppressive ways and, despite this, can still be 
interpreted in ways that articulate a just vision of church.  
 Letty Russell, similarly argues for adding justice to the marks of the church. 
Unlike Abraham, who infuses justice into catholicity, Russell advocates for adding 
justice as a fifth mark of the church because: “there needs to be an added emphasis on the 
justice connection that would make all the other talk about signs more authentic.”256 
Russell is concerned that not including a new mark, and only emphasizing justice as a 
quality that exists in the four marks is not enough to stress the need for justice in the 
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church. For Russell, “there is so much injustice both within and outside of the church that 
a clear reminder of Christ’s presence calling the church to be one, holy, catholic, 
apostolic, and just is crucial for its identity.”257 Adding justice as a fifth mark of the 
church is a constant reminder to push churches towards repentance and justice.258 
 The work of Susan Abraham, Letty Russell, and many *feminists with the same 
concerns challenge and expand the historical Nicene marks, in order to press beyond 
gendered and imperialistic interpretations of church. Their work has relevance in the 
current cultural moment, in which divisions pervade the church as cultural norms shift 
and more and more marginalized peoples are challenging oppressive norms and systemic 
injustice. Further, the last century has marked the crumbling of Christendom, which has 
brought about many changes in the role of churches in society.259 Ecclesiological 
divisions caused by issues such as women’s participation in the leadership of the church, 
racism, and the full-inclusion of LGBTQIA+ peoples, to name only a few, divide 
denominations and churches and leave many people marginalized and hurt by churches, 
as I myself experienced.  
 In this time of cultural change and division, I follow a historical trend where the 
Nicene marks are used by theologians as a critical tool to help articulate and define 
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ecclesiological interpretations from other ecumenical traditions that they perceive as 
oppressive, just as Luther did in response to Roman Catholic ecclesiology.260 Likewise, 
the *feminist marks of the church, which I developed from my conceptual analysis of the 
*feminist ecclesiological discourse case study, are an interpretation of church that 
challenges kyriarchical ecumenical visions. My discussion of the four marks now turns to 
an overview of the Nicene marks themselves and the differing definitions and 
interpretations of the marks from diverse ecumenical perspectives. This will provide 
background on the Nicene marks before moving into a discussion of the *feminist marks 
of the church, in the following chapter. 
One 
 The first Nicene mark of the church is one. The oneness of the church expresses 
the idea that a unity exists in the church even in its diversity—that just as Jesus and the 
Father are one, or that the Trinity is one, so too the church is one. Despite this ideal 
vision of oneness, the reality of the global church is that it is divided “into a multiplicity 
of churches and denominations (30,000 according to some).”261 This leaves the idea of 
oneness of the church to be interpreted in a variety of ways. For example, Yves Congar 
argues that unity in the church is found in the sacraments, the common foundation of the 
ecclesiologies of East and West.”262 Cheryl Peterson explains, that ecumenism “gives 
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visible expression to the spiritual unity and koinonia that already exists among the 
baptized in the one body of Christ.”263  
 For others, like Thomas Rausch, the oneness of the church is an eschatological 
concept. As Rausch explains, individual churches can manifest universal dimensions, but 
true universality “remains a dimension of the local church’s eschatological future.”264 
Protestant reformers were “greatly influenced by Augustine’s Platonic distinction 
between the visible Church and the true, invisible Church,” which led Reformers to 
conceptualize a difference between the unity of the visible earthly church in contrast to 
the true, invisible eschatological church.265 This conceptual division influenced various 
Protestant traditions including Lutheran and Calvinist ones.266 Others, like Richard 
Gaillardetz, argue against an eschatological or invisible idea of the oneness of the church. 
He states that “the Body of Christ is one and cannot be fragmented. Therefore, one must 
be able to speak of a unity, a communion, existing among all eucharistic 
communities.”267 Where there are obvious divisions, Christians are “called to work for 
the unity of Christ.”268  
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 The church varies across time, culture, ecumenical tradition and place, but 
through theological ideas of oneness theologians seek to find a unity within this diversity. 
The oneness of the church is typically interpreted, albeit with nuance, as an inherent unity 
that exists among diverse ecumenical and global expressions of church.  
Holy 
 The second Nicene mark of the church is holy, which points towards an 
understanding that the church has God’s attribute of holiness. Drawing from Lutheran 
theologies, Cheryl Peterson explains that the Holy Spirit, active and working within the 
church, makes the church holy.269 This is similar to Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki’s process 
theological perspective when she says, “[I]nsofar as the church is in God, it participates 
in the nature of God, and hence in God’s own holiness.”270 Similarly, Roman Catholic 
perspectives often emphasize that genuine holiness comes from God. Francis Sullivan, 
for example, explains that “a person or thing can be holy only insofar as it is made holy 
by God and for God. It is God who makes creatures holy by separating them from all that 
is profane, or not associated with God, and in some way bringing into a relationship with 
himself that gives them a share in holiness.”271 
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 Sullivan, interpreting Roman Catholic perspectives, says that the holiness of the 
church seeks to explain the mystery that church is both a human institution and a 
manifestation of God’s holiness. Sullivan explains that part of the mystery of the church 
is that it is a complex reality that is “indefectively” or “imperfectly holy.”272 For Sullivan 
this mystery does not mean that the church is somehow a holy heavenly institution, 
separated from the sinful realities of life on earth. Rather, the “mystery of the church is 
also the mystery of her holiness, [which] consists precisely in the fact that there is only 
one church, which is both “mystical body” and sinful people.”273 This means that the 
holiness of the church is not dependent upon the individual holiness of its members.  
 Similarly, from a Lutheran perspective, Peterson further explains that the holiness 
of the church is not in reference to the personal “piety of its members… holiness is the 
result of the Holy Spirit working in and through the church to reconcile and heal with the 
forgiveness of sins given through Jesus Christ.”274 She argues that holiness must be a 
core dimension of ecclesial identity that “needs to be reclaimed as an attribute of the 
whole church and not just of its individual members.” 275 Individual members may act in 
imperfect ways but the church itself can still be considered holy. This does not mean that 
individuals and the church should not work to overcome sinfulness. As Rausch explains, 
the holiness of the church is not always evident, especially in light of what he calls the 
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“light and shadows of the Church’s history.”276 For Rausch this means that, “if the 
Church is holy, its holiness is less than perfect, and so all Christians are called to a 
conversion of personal and ecclesial life, so that the holiness of the Church might more 
clearly shine.” 277 
 The concept of holy as a mark of the church elucidates that the church can be both 
imperfect and holy and that its holiness comes from God. This helps to justify why the 
church can consider itself holy even when it is imperfect and when it acts in ways counter 
to the gospel. 
Catholic 
 The third Nicene mark of the church is catholic. The catholicity of the church 
often refers to the diverse, wide ranging, inclusive, and global church. Catholic speaks to 
the broad diversity within the global church while still maintaining a sense of unity. As 
Thomas Rausch explains, the “very notion of catholicity means “both a fullness that 
unifies and a diversity that is reconciled.”278 A world Church should does not mean a 
single institution, but a communion of communions.279 Similarly, Cheryl Peterson states 
that a: “Catholic” church is one that allows itself to be blown by the Spirit beyond the 
limits of particularity in order to embrace the world in all of its rich diversity—as the 
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church in the book of Acts did. It is the ecclesiastical word for what is meant by 
“inclusive.””280 Darrell Guder similarly explains that “the catholicity of the church is 
demonstrated in all the ways that the church at every level witnesses to the one gospel 
that draws all people to Christ.”281 The common threads between these explanations is the 
idea that the church is different in each of its contexts, yet it shares a unity in its relation 
to Christ and the gospel.  
 Not surprisingly, different ecumenical approaches understand the concept of 
catholicity from a variety of perspectives, according to Rausch’s analysis. From an 
Orthodox perspective, the local eucharistic community is considered “catholic because it 
represents the wholeness and totality of the one body of Christ.”282 In this way the local 
community reflects the universal, individual eucharistic communities are diverse. From a 
Roman Catholic perspective, Rausch explains that catholic can be used in a number of 
ways to describe the church in its fullness. For Rausch fullness includes both people and 
places: “all those reconciled by Christ and united in the Spirit;” and all churches 
geographically all around the world.283 He goes on to reflect that “Catholicism’s genius 
historically has been its ability to reconcile unity and diversity, holding them together in 
communion.”284 
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 While the term catholic, now generally points towards a concept of unity amongst 
complex diversities, Rausch explains that the term took on another, and somewhat 
problematic connotation during the second century. During this time, certain Christians 
considered themselves to be orthodox or the true Christians, and used the term catholic to 
distinguish themselves from communities they considered heretical.285 This led to the 
idea of “catholicity” “as a criterion of orthodoxy, and “catholic” came to mean the 
opposite of “sectarian” and “heretical.” 286 Thomas Rausch explains that this usage of the 
term became prominent in the east and west from this time on, and eventually catholic 
became synonymous with the Roman Catholic church. Because of this connotation, the 
term catholic can be problematic from a Protestant perspective because it has become 
associated with obedience to Roman Catholic orthodoxy, that is “obedience to Rome.”287 
Because of this problematic association, some Protestant churches have replaced the term 
catholic with less historically freighted terms like universal or Christian. For example, 
the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (LCMS) and the Lutheran Church–Canada (LCC) 
both use the Lutheran Service Book, which replaces the term catholic with Christian in 
its translation of the Nicene Creed: “I believe in one holy Christian and apostolic Church 
I acknowledge one Baptism for the remission of sins.”288 
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 Avery Dulles explains that, during the 19th and early 20th centuries, liberal 
Protestantism critiqued the legalism within the Roman Catholic context that was 
connected to the idea of catholicity:  
The Church with its rules of thought and behavior… set itself in place of the gospel. 
Human authority took the place of the divine Spirit, which was no longer immediately 
experienced. Catholicity was therefore a kind of original fall from grace, which 
overtook the Church in the course of its history. The Reformation was seen as a 
protest against this defection and as a call to evangelical renewal.289 
Dulles explains that the response of the Roman Catholic church after the Reformation 
was to insist that true catholicity only belonged to the Catholic church. However, in an 
attempt to deal with the diverse ecumenical landscape of the 21st century the Vatican 
Council II nuanced this approach. Dulles states that Vatican II, “predicated catholicity not 
directly of the Roman Catholic Church but rather of the Church of Christ, which the 
council depicted as ‘subsisting’ in the Catholic Church (LG 8), so that the fullness of the 
catholicity was not obtainable except in communion with Rome.”290 This meant that the 
Church of Christ was present in other churches besides Roman Catholic churches, just 
not in its fullness.  
 The Roman Catholic perspective of the fullness of the church differs from other 
ecumenical approaches. For example, Cheryl Peterson suggests from a Lutheran 
perspective that “to be catholic means consciously to point beyond one’s own particular 
ecclesial community to the global church as a fuller expression of the Spirit’s work in 
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creating and shaping a people.”291 There is no insistence on a “fullness” belonging to one 
ecumenical body from this perspective. According to Darell Guder, no human hierarchy 
existed in the early church. He provides historical explanation of catholicity through 
interpretations of the New Testament texts:  
From the very beginning, the New Testament churches had to be “catholic” if they 
were to be truly “apostolic.” They were by God’s intent multi-cultural, but 
proclaiming always the same Christ in every context. They were multi-organizational, 
but in common submission to one Lord, rather than to any human hierarchy (there 
was not any headquarters in the New Testament church!).292 
As Guder points out, a connection exists between apostolicity and catholicity. For the 
church to fulfill its apostolic mission to share the good news of Jesus Christ to all 
peoples, it must truly be catholic or broadly diverse and multi-cultural. 
 As this brief description attests, churches have interpreted catholic in multiple 
ways and have wrestled with what it means for the church to be catholic in an 
increasingly ecumenical and pluralistic world. As the quotation from Guder attests, the 
notion of catholicity connects with the apostolic mission of the church, to which we now 
turn; it too has a variety of meanings across historical and ecumenical perspectives.  
Apostolic 
 The fourth Nicene mark of the church is apostolic. One prominent definition of 
apostolic traces the leadership of a particular church to the original apostles themselves. 
This is considered a “pipeline” theory of apostolic succession, in which some churches 
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assert and claim that an unbroken line of ordinations can be traced back to an apostle.293 
Though this is a one definition of the term, it carries far more meanings and nuance than 
this. As Darell Guder explains: “By “apostolicity,” we do not merely mean “the church 
descended from the apostles,” as important as that is. We mean “apostolicity” in the 
active sense of the New Testament verb, meaning “to be sent out,” and the noun 
“apostle” as the “sent-out one.””294 From this perspective the apostolic nature of the 
church then can be understood as a verb, describing the church’s mission and movement 
out into the world. In this sense, apostolic also has the meaning of carrying on the 
ministry of Jesus by both clergy and lay people—it is the active ministerial work of the 
church.  
 In contemporary ecumenical contexts, apostolic often implies a “continuity with 
and faithfulness to the apostolic message.”295 According to Rausch’s interpretation of a 
Calvinist perspective, apostolic has meant “conformity with the teaching of the apostles,” 
which has become the dominant meaning in mainline protestant and evangelical 
contexts.296 Apostolic from such a perspective can “mean laying hold of the original 
eschatological drive of the early Christian apostolate and tracing its trajectory through the 
discontinuities of time and history.”297 Connecting apostolic to the eschatological drive of 
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the early church links ideas of apostolic and missional, when churches use apostolic as an 
adjective to modify aspects of the church mission such as apostolic ministry and 
apostolic evangelism.298 Francis Sullivan explains that apostolicity reflects an inherent 
movement of mission in the world that begins with “Christ sent from God, and apostles 
from Christ, receiving from him the gospel which they handed on to the church.”299  
 Apostolic can also refer to a succession of ministry, or how new leaders are 
chosen. The pattern for choosing leaders varies from different ecumenical perspectives. 
Some churches believe that each Christian congregation can choose its minister, while 
other churches believe that only those already ordained into ministry can ordain others.300 
And still, other churches believe that only bishops have the power to ordain new 
leaders.301 Sullivan goes on to explain that the Roman Catholic belief is that only the 
local church in Rome has full-apostolicity, and therefore “communion with the bishop of 
this church is an element of the full apostolicity of all other bishops and their 
churches.”302 
 From a historical perspective, John Burkhard explains that the concept of 
apostolic became prominent in the second century as a way to counter claims in gnostic 
traditions that alleged that certain people had access to special wisdom only disclosed to 
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them from the original apostles.303 This created a tiered system between those who had 
the secret wisdom and those who did not. Burkhard goes on to say that, in contrast, 
apostolic made “a claim to the public accessibility of Christianity,” and kept the Christian 
faith open to all.304 The claim of public accessibility meant that leadership in the early 
church was not limited to only those who claimed some sort of secret privilege, but rather 
it was open to all people. 
 Apostolicity from Marjorie Suchocki’s process theology perspective is described 
as “the sense in which the church is continuously affected by the responsibility and 
responsible to its past, beginning with the testimony of the apostles to the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus.”305 Suchocki explains that Jesus preached the reign of God, and the 
apostles preached Jesus, which included a proclamation about his life and resurrection.306 
She explains that this gospel proclamation was more than just preaching; it also involved 
loving action, or service.307 This suggests that apostolic can be a verb as I discussed 
above and as reflected in the book of Acts where “[t]he ideal of the church presented to 
us is of an egalitarian structure wherein people were clothed, fed, and cared for in 
communal ministries of well-being.” 308 From an action-verb view, the “heart of 
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proclamation is relational and communal, not a proposition.”309 The gospel is not only 
words spoken or a set of beliefs, but is communicated through loving actions. The action 
view of apostolic echoes the well-known maxim that is often attributed to Saint Francis 
of Assisi, “Preach the Gospel at all times. When necessary, use words.”310 
 As this brief study shows, the concept apostolic has multiple dimensions. Each 
interpretation of apostolic connects the present church with early church movements, the 
apostles, and ultimately to Jesus. Apostolic can also describe the ways that churches 
ordain leaders and, in some instances churches claim unbroken “pipeline theory” of 
ordination that supposedly goes back to one of the original apostles.311 Apostolic also 
includes a missional aspect, which asserts that, like the original apostles, the church’s 
apostolic mission is to carry on the ministry of Jesus in the world.  
 In the next chapter, I will discuss each of the four *feminist marks of the church, 
holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic, which have both similarities and differences to 
the Nicene marks of the church. My presentation of the Nicene marks in this chapter, 
though, helps to situate the *feminist marks of the church within a larger historical frame 
in order to see the *feminist marks in relation to the flow of ecclesiological theology and 
history. As will be discussed in the following chapter, the *feminist marks bear 
resonances, critical tensions, extensions, and deviations from the Nicene marks, which 
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can also be seen more clearly in dialogue with the historical Nicene marks. I will now 
turn to the *feminist marks of the church, which exemplify the robustness of feminist 
ecclesiological work, and can help guide contemporary churches reimagine new visions 





THE FOUR MARKS OF THE *FEMINIST CHURCH 
 Analyzing *feminist ecclesiological literatures for frequently recurring concepts 
revealed four prominent themes: holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic. I identify these 
as the four marks of a *feminist church. This chapter explicates the marks as a 
contribution to wider ecumenical and ecclesiological discourse and perspectives.  
I utilize the ‘marks of the church’ language in naming the core *feminist concepts 
for strategic reasons. First is the analogical significance of naming the *feminist themes 
in connection to the Nicene marks. Because the marks of the church carry significance in 
ecumenical ecclesiological reflection, I identify *feminist ecclesiologies in the “marks” 
tradition to signal that women’s theological work also yields core conceptual themes or 
marks of the church, albeit in a different context and form of emergence. *Feminist work 
has often been dismissed or narrowly viewed, but analogically engaging the “four marks” 
language communicates their significance. Secondly, using that language provides a 
memorable crystallization of common threads found in ecclesiological discourse and 
practice. For example, *feminist work is often read through individual authors and not 
through the whole body of literature and the persistent themes therein. The marks speak 
to shared themes, while holding the breadth and richness of the work. Speaking of these 
as *feminist marks calls attention to their shared commitment to move beyond 
imperialistic and patriarchal visions of church. 
 The ecclesiologies found within white feminist, womanist, mujerista, Asian, and 
African women’s theologies are critiques of dominant kyriarchical visions of church and 
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constructive efforts to envision church beyond kyriarchy. These *feminist theologies are 
less focused on making claims about the true church in a universal sense than on 
exploring what the church could be. The focus is most often on how the church could be 
more open and just for all people, and how it could more effectively model and contribute 
to the Kin-dom of God, and God’s creation.312 In the sections below, I will define each of 
the *feminist marks of the church and show how the mark emerges from the data of 
*feminist ecclesiological sources. I will also discuss how the *feminist mark echoes or 
extends one of the corresponding Nicene Marks of the church, thus identifying historical 
continuities and divergences.  
Method of Conceptual Analysis 
 Multiple layers of conceptual analysis revealed the four prominent themes in the 
*feminist theological discourse: holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic. The analytical 
process included the methodological and content analyses of the *feminist sources, as I 
described in Chapter 1. Here I will elaborate on the steps of the actual content analysis, 
which followed the methodological analysis presented in the earlier chapter. My first step 
was a close reading of each text in which I summarized key points and the analytic 
approach in a few sentences. After completing all of the readings, I studied these notes as 
a whole to find obvious similarities and differences. I described in Chapter One how I 
drew upon these notes to discern the different approaches and methodologies used in the 
 
312 See Isasi-Díaz’s explanation of the term Kin-dom of God here: Ada María Isasi-Díaz, “Kin-Dom of 
God: Mujerista Proposal,” in In Our Own Voices: Latino/a Renditions of Theology, ed. Benjamin Valentin 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010), 171-89. 
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*feminist works, and those discoveries formed the presentational structure in Chapters 
Three and Four.  
 I turn now to describe the more formal conceptual analysis of the *feminist 
literature to identify central ecclesiological themes that emerge in the full body of work. I 
sought to discover whether a shared voice of *feminist ecclesiology existed across the 
broad range of ecclesiological sources, asking two major questions. Do similar threads 
weave through the *feminist ecclesiological discourse? Can prominent themes be 
identified without losing the rich diversity and contradictions in the discourse? To answer 
these questions, I returned to my original notes, supplemented by additional reading, 
note-taking, and charting of the voices. I sought thematic resonances in the concepts 
presented.  
 From my conceptual analysis of the *feminist ecclesiological literatures, I 
discovered four prominent conceptual themes: holistic, incarnate, utopic, and apostolic—
what I have called the *feminist marks of the church. This chapter will show how these 
four marks are developed in the full range of literature in this study. Some of the marks 
are revealed both explicitly and implicitly, and some are more weighted toward one or 
the other. For example, the theme of wholeness or holistic worldview is named explicitly 
by several theologians, but I also detected ways in which a holistic worldview implicitly 
infused the work of others. Similarly, while only a few projects overtly discuss the 
concept of utopia, many of the other works can be understood as utopic because of their 
scale of vision for change. I thus identified utopic as a prominent concept because it 
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permeates the literature, even as it is expressed in explicit and implicit forms and with 
varied utopic visions. 
 The four marks are not meant to be an exhaustive nor definitive list of every detail 
of *feminist ecclesiology; rather they are conceptual points of reflection on what the 
church is or could become from *feminist perspectives. These four *feminist marks of 
the church can expand stereotypes that often limit perceptions regarding *feminist 
ecclesiology. For example, a common stereotype of *feminist ecclesiology is that it is 
only for women or is only concerned with women’s roles in the church. In contrast to 
such limited stereotypes, the *feminist marks reveal the conceptual depth and breadth that 
is found across global *feminist ecclesiologies. The *feminist marks reveal a rich 
discourse focused on reimagining and recreating church in ways that can be flourishing 
for all people and creation. I will turn to these four marks in the following sections. 
Mark 1: Holistic 
 A prominent aspect in many of these *feminist ecclesiologies is a fundamental 
ontological understanding of the interconnection and interdependence of all humans with 
each other, the natural world, and the Divine. This ontological vision can be considered 
holistic, a term that refers to integrated systems that are interdependent and have parts 
that are intimately interconnected to the whole. In relation to ecology, holism often refers 
to systems that hold humans and all other aspects of nature in a symbiotic relationship.313 
 
313 “Holistic.” Merriam-Webster.com. Accessed May 15, 2017. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/holistic; holistic. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com Unabridged. Random House, 
Inc. http://www.dictionary.com/browse/holistic (accessed: May 15, 2017). 
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Many of these ecclesiologies point towards the building of holistic relationships that can 
generate flourishing for all humans and the natural world.  
 A correspondence exists between the Nicene mark of oneness and the *feminist 
mark, holistic. The Nicene mark of oneness points towards the idea that a unity exists in 
the church even in its diversity. Holistic describes an inherent oneness of all of reality, in 
which the cosmos is made of interdependent systems and parts that are interconnected to 
form a whole. The Nicene oneness of the church can be interpreted as describing an 
inherent holism in the church. From a visionary perspective, the oneness of the church 
reflects the macrocosm of a holistic reality: inherently unified yet vastly diversified. 
 The concept of holistic is evidenced in two ways in the *feminist ecclesiologies. 
The first is a holistic worldview, an ontological or cosmological vision of reality that sees 
all of reality as one interconnected system. This cosmological perspective eradicates 
dualistic binaries that have dominated western thought patterns, such as a division 
between sacred and the secular, or the spiritual and the profane. In contrast, a holistic 
worldview presupposes that all of reality is interrelated and infused with God’s 
sacredness. In many of these *feminist ecclesiologies, a holistic worldview shapes 
understandings of the Divine, the relationship between church and world, and the 
holiness of church. A second way that the concept of holistic is evidenced in these 
ecclesiologies can be summarized as a living holistic community—that is a vision of 
church where all people are fully accepted within the Body of Christ. Such a vision 
includes the affirmation of embodied aspects of the human experience that have been 
oppressed in western patriarchal dualistic cultures. These two holistic approaches 
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(holistic worldview and holistic community) are overlapping and interrelated. The holistic 
concepts are developed extensively in the *feminist literature, to which we now turn.  
Holistic Worldview 
 Many *feminist ecclesiologies promulgate a holistic worldview, which has been 
discussed in the introduction to this section above. A holistic vision is relational—we are 
all connected to one another and, therefore, what we do to one another we do to 
ourselves. This phrase indicates that we are all connected with the natural world, 
including our human neighbors, who are part of the interconnected whole of creation. All 
is part of God, and as such all things matter.314 As Catherine Keller describes: “If as the 
tradition insists, the infinite divinity permeates every ounce and atom of the material 
world, indeed, if we may imagine the universe as God’s very body, all our matter 
matters. How we cherish and inhabit it matters.”315 In the preceding quote, Keller 
poetically explains that in a holistic cosmology, all matter matters. From this perspective, 
no one can be excluded from participation in the Divine or in God’s body, nor can any 
aspect of the human experience.  
 A holistic worldview has implications for ecclesiology and how the oneness of the 
church is interpreted. Some theologians have interpreted the Nicene mark of the church 
one through a dualistic neo-Platonic worldview. Robert Rausch explains that the 
Protestant reformation theologians were “greatly influenced by Augustine’s Platonic 
 
314 Catherine Keller, On the Mystery: Discerning Divinity in Process (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 
104, italics added. 
 




distinction between the visible Church and the true, invisible Church,” which led 
reformers to conceptualize a difference between the unity of the visible earthly church 
and the true, invisible eschatological church.316 However, a holistic worldview is non-
dualistic and point towards the inherent sacredness in all things, which implies that all of 
reality—is considered sacred. From a holistic perspective, the church cannot be divided 
into two—the visible and invisible—but is truly one. A holistic worldview implies that 
God is infused within the whole. Below are specific examples of ecclesiological work 
that is derived from a holistic worldview where all is a part of God—where all matter 
matters. 
 Kelly Brown Douglass’ ecclesiological work rests on a holistic worldview 
informed in part by Alice Walker and by indigenous African traditions where “[d]ualistic 
splits between the soul and body, heaven and earth, divine and flesh are nonexistent.”317 
Douglass intends “to spur the Black church toward an awareness of the inviolability of all 
reality, sacred and secular.”318 Rita Nakashima Brock draws on a similar holistic 
worldview from womanist thought, particularly Audre Lorde’s holistic definition of the 
erotic, to form her christological construction of the Christa/community. For Lorde, the 
erotic is the power that erupts from recognizing the interconnectedness of all things: 
 
316 Rausch, Towards a Truly Catholic Church, 135. 
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“Connection is the basic power of all existence, the root of life.”319 Following Lorde, 
Nakashima Brock interprets the Christ as a communal event, what she calls the 
Christa/community.320 Jesus is interconnected with his community and therefore the 
Christ cannot be limited to one person, but to the entire, interconnected community.321 I 
conclude in Chapter Four that the emphasis on a communal Christ empowered by an 
interconnecting erotic power leads towards a holistic ecclesial vision that eliminates a 
bifurcation between Christ and church—the two become one.  
 Grace Jantzen’s vision of natality also develops from a holistic worldview. For 
Jantzen, natality implies communal interdependence: 
We have all begun as part of somebody else; we have all been utterly dependent, 
nurtured well or badly into being who we are both physically and spiritually. And we 
are still deeply dependent on the web of relationships with other natals and with the 
earth that supports us… The symbolic of natality, with its insistence on embodied 
interdependence in a web of relationships and flourishing in diversity offers a way to 
think otherwise, herethics in the face of the natals, becoming divine together.322 
Natality is a holistic concept or worldview that is based on the interconnections of all 
webs of relationships. For Jantzen a natal worldview opens “the way to a divine horizon 
which celebrates alterities and furthers the aim of the divine incarnation of every woman 
 
319 Rita Nakashima Brock, Journeys By Heart, 42.  
 
320 Rita Nakashima Brock, Journeys By Heart, 52. 
 
321 Rita Nakashima Brock, Journeys By Heart, 52. This image of Jesus is reminiscent to Carter Heyward’s 
Christological vision where she emphasizes that Jesus engaged in the power of dunimas, the Greek word 
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and man.”323 Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker’s ethics of paradise similarly 
rests on a holistic worldview. They argue that Jesus connected the concept of paradise 
with abundant life on earth and  “the practical needs of human beings, who require a 
sustainable and sustaining life free from economic exploitation and political 
oppression.”324 Their theological vision is holistic because it does not separate the 
spiritual and the material but they are intertwined.325 Both Jantzen and Nakashima Brock 
and Parker emphasize that heaven or paradise is not a place in the afterlife, but is a 
condition on earth when all life can flourish.  
 Mary Grey argues against a false dichotomy that separates the mystical from the 
prophetic, but instead puts forward a holistic vision of deep mysticism that reveals the 
sacredness of all and the need for right relationship. 326 Grey contends that the church 
must become a communal mystic to be truly prophetic. To do so the church must 
experience a communal vision of the relationality of all creation and model this in its own 
embodied interconnection. Grey argues that such a vision is prophetic in that it can help 
to subvert the neoliberal system that operates upon rampant individualism, the opposite 
of relationality.327  
 
323 Jantzen, Becoming Divine, 157. 
 
324 Nakashima Brock & Parker, Saving Paradise, 34, emphasis added. 
 
325 Nakashima Brock & Parker, Saving Paradise, 34, emphasis added. 
 
326 Mary Grey, Prophecy and Mysticism. See Chapter Two, “Escape or Change the World”, particularly 
pages 11-22 for this discussion. 
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 A holistic worldview is also evident in sacramental theological perspectives of 
feminism such as Mary Elizabeth Moore’s, in which all of reality “mediates God’s 
grace… [and] are vessels of the Holy.”328 For Moore, all aspects of life—even the most 
undervalued—are imbued with God’s presence, however obscured by destructive forces. 
Moore envisions how sacramental practices, or sacramental living, can model this vision. 
Similarly, Susan Ross’s sacramental work emerges from a holistic worldview that 
recognizes that “God’s presence is to be found in and through the material dimensions of 
life, particularly in the incarnation,” which blurs distinction between the sacred and the 
secular, or sacramental life and ordinary life.329 Moore and Ross’ holistic sacramental 
visions can guide new practices that counter hierarchical institutional structures and 
theologies. 
 Many theologians discussed in this section speak of a holistic worldview by many 
different names—indigenous African worldviews, the erotic, natality, paradise, deep 
mysticism, sacramentality—each distinctive but containing some similar features. Each 
theologian attempts to overcome problematic dualistic worldviews, by developing 
theologies and visions of church that rest on an interconnected, holistic vision of the 
oneness of reality. 
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 A second concept in the *feminist literature is a vision of holistic community 
where all people are fully welcomed into all aspects of the church. A vision of holistic 
community sits at the root of the basic *feminist ecclesiological premise that women are 
whole and fully worthy humans every bit as much as men, and are therefore “authors, 
human beings of authority, of being church.”330 Women, too, are the church. 
Ecclesiological discussions of the Nicene mark of oneness are often focused on topics 
like divisions between churches and ecumenism, or systematic concepts like the oneness 
of the Trinity, or the eschatological or invisible ideas of the oneness of the church. In 
contrast, *feminist holistic discussions of the oneness of the church tend to focus on the 
wholeness or oneness of the Body of Christ in regard to actual people who make up the 
church. From *feminist perspectives, for there to be oneness in the Body of Christ, then 
all people must be considered sacred and worthy of participation in all aspects of the 
church, including those people who have been excluded from some parts of the church 
like LGBTQ+ peoples. The Body of Christ cannot be whole, if people are excluded. 
Many *feminist theologians advocate for not only women, but for all of those who have 
been marginalized and excluded, like LGBTQ+ individuals, to be fully accepted into all 
the roles within the church. All bodies, whether they be black, brown, blues, queer, 
transgendered, non-binary, disabled, and any other non-normative bodies, bear the 
likeness and image of God. They too are enfleshed in Christ; they too are the church.  
 
330 Watson, “Reconsidering Ecclesiology,” 77. 
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 The church becomes a more holistic community, when it welcomes all people into 
all aspects of church, including leadership roles, when it creates inclusive praxis and 
structures, and when it welcomes the full embodiment of human experience. The 
subsections below will explore these topics.  
Welcome to All in Church and Ministry 
 
 *Feminist work advocates that all peoples must be able to participate fully in the 
life of the church, including leadership positions. Patriarchal and sexist practices of 
leadership must be eradicated for there to be oneness in the church. Certain *feminist 
theologians draw on historical interpretations of Jesus’ inclusive ministry praxis to argue 
for inclusive leadership practices in the church today. Yong Tin Jin explains that Jesus 
came to announce the basileia of God, which was particularly good news for women, 
whom he included in his teachings and practices.331 Aracely de Rocchietti explains that 
Jesus gathered a community that welcomed all people regardless of disability, gender, or 
race and that this inclusivity is at the heart of the metaphor People of God.332 Letty 
Russell envisioned a christology where Jesus welcomed to his table the marginalized who 
were typically “excluded from society and from religious practices.”333 Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza contends that the early Jesus movements lived a communal lifestyle, 
as “a discipleship of equals” that welcomed wo/men and other marginalized people and 
 
331 Yong Tin Jin, “A Protestant Perspective,” 47. 
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stood in contrast to the religious and social-political power structures that dominated first 
century Palestine.334 Women’s participation and leadership in these groups were, in part, 
what made the earliest Jesus movements radical. Each of these examples attest to the 
ways that *feminists have interpreted the inclusiveness of Jesus’ practice as a key aspect 
of the good news of the basileia of God.  
 Many *feminists have challenged churches to be more inclusive in their 
institutional structure and praxis. For example, Delores Williams challenges African 
American denominational churches to move beyond sinful practices of sexism. She states 
that while African American churches work for racial justice they have failed to examine 
their “doctrinal beliefs to discover whether they support racial, sexual, and class 
oppression.”335 Diana Hayes argues for a liturgical inculturation in Catholic churches 
that takes into account cultural contexts of the community and integrates them into the 
mass. That is, a Catholic mass should reflect elements of the local cultural context to be 
more inclusive. Letty Russell builds on the radical inclusivity of Jesus’ table fellowship 
practices in order to construct a contemporary vision of the church where “we are 
connected, in an association or relationship with one another.”336 Additionally, Russell’s 
hot-house ecclesiology envisions church as “sanctuary, a place of safety for all who enter, 
and especially for those who are the most marginal, weak or despised of any 
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community.”337 Russell argues that for the church to become hot or welcoming for 
women, it must recognize that the gifts of the spirit have been poured out upon women as 
equally as men. These many examples show how *feminist ecclesiologies expand visions 
of church to become an inclusive sanctuary for all people, particularly those who have 
been marginalized both by churches and society at large.  
 Another way many *feminist ecclesiologies create a more inclusive and holistic 
church is by advocating for more inclusive leadership within churches and ecclesial 
structures. Some theologians argue against excluding women from pastoral leadership, 
while others critique the practice of clergy leadership models. Others argue that women 
were early leaders in the church but were later banned from leadership: each of the four 
canonical gospels include women as key followers of Jesus, the first witnesses to the 
resurrection, and mentioned as leaders or ‘deaconesses’ of the church in Paul’s letters.338 
Schüssler Fiorenza argues that virulent attacks on women’s leadership in the ancient 
church by Tertullian and others indicates that women were prominent leaders in the early 
church as late as the end of the second century.339  
 In contemporary churches, Delores Williams argues that denying women’s 
participation in major leadership roles is sexism—a sin that is slow to die “in some 
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African-American denominational structures and hangs on tenaciously in others.”340 Lily 
Kuo Wang argues that the Presbyterian church in Taiwan needs to do more to fully 
include women in ministry. She suggests placing women in positions of authority 
throughout the church to model that women’s leadership and authority is both “capable 
and effective.”341 She also suggests that seminaries need to teach more women’s studies 
and feminist theology courses and hire more women faculty members, as a way to be 
more inclusive of women in ministry.342  
 Others go beyond arguing for inclusion in existing leadership structures, and 
argue instead for dismantling clerical leadership altogether because it reifies and 
perpetuates harmful hierarchies. Letty Russell argues that clerical models of leadership 
lead to a class-division between “upper-class clergy and “lower class” laity.” 343 
Rosemary Radford Ruether contends that clerical structure is problematic because the 
clergy “relationship to a layperson is that of an all-knowing father over a helpless 
child.”344 Similarly, Kwok Pui-lan states that clerical leadership “places power 
disproportionally on the clergy does not equip the laity to share ministry as full 
partners.”345 Along these same line, Mary Hunt argues that “no matter how we parse it, 
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ordination as such, and especially in the Catholic tradition, conveys rank order.”346 Hunt 
argues that rather fighting for ordination, Roman Catholic women should develop models 
of feminist ministry that do not replicate harmful sexist structures. She has done so 
herself in founding WATER (Women’s Alliance for Theology, Ethics, and Ritual), an 
organization focused on transforming “religious structures by strengthening women as 
religious agents and encouraging them to work for inclusive religious communities and 
an egalitarian future.”347 Each of these perspectives echo one another and call into 
question the practice of clerical leadership as undermining a holistic vision of church; 
only by dismantling clerical forms of leadership can churches live into a more holistic 
vision of community.  
 Whether advocating for full inclusion in existing leadership paradigms or seeking 
to dismantle those models altogether, what unites these perspectives is the desire to create 
more holistic and inclusive churches. These perspectives create pathways towards greater 
levels of inclusion for women and others into leadership structures of the church. In some 
cases, *feminist theologians advocate for reimagining the form of leadership altogether.  
Holistic Praxis 
 
 Other ways that *feminists create a more holistic church are by actually building 
inclusive communities and churches, such as the women-church movement. Women-
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churches are often spaces where new ecclesial culture can be imagined and embodied 
through new rituals and practice. As Mary Hunt explains, “[A] typical women-church 
group, if such a thing exists, meets periodically in the homes of its members for a meal 
and a ritual. Members lead the group in worship and activity, but there is no fixed 
leadership.”348 The women-church movement, according to Mary Hunt has for several 
decades kept many women from leaving the Catholic or other Christian traditions all 
together, by providing an alternative way of doing and being church during the time of 
many church scandals.349 Rosemary Radford Ruether argues that women-churches are 
important because people need “communities of nurture to guide one through death of the 
old symbolic order of patriarchy to rebirth in a new community of being and living… 
This means we need to form gathered communities to support us as we set out on our 
exodus from patriarchy.”350 The creation of new churches outside of patriarchal churches 
is an example of spaces created to aid women’s becoming.  
 Similarly, in talking about women’s experiences in Latin American contexts (and 
not women-churches specifically), Ivone Gebara notes the importance for women to have 
alternative religious spaces to create transformative community. These types of 
communities can be “constructive and creative place[s] that not only [support] us in 
living our lives but [affirm] our convictions, [sustain] us in moments of doubt, and [give] 
us the energy to persevere.”351 These alternative communities are particularly important 
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in Latin American contexts where women face extreme social and economic injustice.352  
Another example of inclusive community building that contributes towards a more 
holistic church is The Circle, founded by Mercy Amba Oduyoye in Africa.353 The Circle 
directly connects with grassroots women in hopes to lift up their voices and lived 
theology and is an example of a community that is focused on changing churches and 
other religious organizations. The Circle models another way for women to gather, a safe 
space of empowerment and connection, with hopes to eradicate sexism within Africa and 
in the church.  
 These are just a few examples within *feminist ecclesiological work where 
*feminists have built inclusive communities and churches that contribute towards 
generating a more holistic church. 
Embracing Flesh 
 
 Lastly, *feminist approaches challenge churches to embrace the fullness of the 
embodied human experience, or “all the dimensions of corporality,” including sexuality, 
in order to become more holistic communities.354 For the Body of Christ to be whole or 
one, it must be fully embodied. The church cannot be one if important aspects of being 
human are excluded. This means that churches must fully embrace the human bodily 
experience, including sexuality. Churches should not disconnect people from their bodies 
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and the wisdom that comes through embodied experiences. This means that the church 
should not oppress and exclude LGBTQ+ people or advocate for a puritanical sexual 
purity that represses sexuality.  
 Kelly Brown Douglass traces how black churches embraced a civility mindset that 
integrated white puritanical sexual norms in order to be ‘respectable’ to white culture. 
Douglass shows that civility “functions to maintain white supremacy.”355 She argues that 
one aspect of resisting white supremacy, is to embrace a holistic vision that includes 
welcoming the fullness of the human experience and sexuality (including LGBTQ+ 
peoples) into the church: “Only when the taboo of sexuality is discarded will Black 
women and men be free to experience what it means to wholly love and be loved by the 
God that became flesh in Jesus.”356 In later work, Douglass argues that the blues is 
embodied music that connects people with their bodies and desires after being mistreated 
and oppressed; the blues is “music that recreates black bodies.”357 For Douglass the blues 
can be an entry way for the black church to become more open and embracing of those 
bodies that have been marginalized like women and LGBTQ+ peoples.  
 M. Shawn Copeland centers embodiment, by arguing that a queerly embodied 
Christ can lead the Roman Catholic church to “incorporate all the dimensions of 
corporality.”358 Her linking of the eucharist to markers of the flesh, such as race, sex, 
 
355 Brown Douglass, Black Bodies and the Black Church, 72-73. 
 
356 Kelly Brown Douglass, Sexuality and the Black Church, 143. 
 
357 Brown Douglass, Black Bodies and the Black Church, 77. 
 




gender, sexuality and culture, links flesh to the church. The church is enfleshed and as 
such must become accepting of fleshly bodies and fleshly experiences, including 
homosexuality. For Copeland, just as the “black Christ heals the anthropological 
impoverishment of black bodies, so too a “queer” Christ heals the anthropological 
impoverishment of homosexual bodies.”359 
 These examples illustrate ecclesiological visions that include fleshly experiences 
that have often been excluded from churches because of white supremacy and other 
patriarchal dualistic patterns. These visions open up the Body of Christ to include fully 
the body and all of the bodily desires, grittiness, and sexualities, including female bodies, 
non-binary bodies, trans bodies, queer bodies. For the church to be a true holistic 
community it most embrace the flesh. 
 Accepting all forms of embodiment means accepting bodies in their varied forms 
and abilities. Disability theorists and theologians have warned that the term wholeness 
can carry oppressive connotations within dualistic western social imaginaries.360 For 
example, Sharon Betcher argues that wholeness can imply an ideal of bodily wholeness 
that contrasts with the idea of brokenness. Wholeness can unwittingly operate as an ideal 
or “transcendental term” that inherently discounts those bodies that do not conform to 
this ideal.361 Because the term holistic is closely related to the term wholeness, I note 
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Betcher’s concerns to be clear that I do not intend to perpetuate this meaning when I use 
the term holistic. Wholeness or holistic in this section is meant to indicate “the wholeness 
of human well-being” or fleshly well-being, in all of its nuances, vulnerabilities, and 
passions. 362 These terms are not meant to reference an idealistic and illusory bodily 
wholeness that contrasts with an implied notion of bodily brokenness. But rather, 
wholeness, as a concept, can attest to the inclusion of the whole realm of diverse bodies. 
 As the examples above have shown, *feminist theologians both envision and 
build inclusive churches that welcome all people. They help to create a truly holistic 
Body of Christ, which extends the Nicene understanding of the oneness of the church. 
Many of these holistic *feminist ecclesiological visions underscore the oneness of reality 
and aim to create a church that reflects this oneness in its practice. To do so the church 
must not continue to exclude marginalized people, whether they be cisgender or 
transgender women, LGBTQ+, poor, black, brown, or people with disabilities from full 
participation in the church. As Shawn Copeland writes, “unless, our sisters and brothers 
are beside and with each of us, we are not the flesh of Christ.”363 The church cannot be 
one body while not fully welcoming and affirming all peoples into full communion. 
These *feminist holistic approaches reveal ways that a holistic worldview and practices 
can further bring about oneness in the Body of Christ. 
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Mark 2: Incarnate 
 Closely following holistic comes the second *feminist mark of the church: 
incarnate. A holistic worldview as described in the prior section, can lead to questions of 
incarnation: If all beings, indeed if all of the cosmos, is interwoven and interconnected, 
then is the Divine inherently interwoven into the entire fabric of existence? If so, how can 
incarnation be interpreted from such a holistic perspective? One major stream in 
*feminist understandings of church, or Christian community, is that God is part of the 
community itself and in the larger creation; thus, incarnation is a mark of Christian 
community, an idea that extends the very concept of incarnation beyond the incarnation 
in Jesus and beyond the followers of Jesus as well. As a base for exploring this idea, 
consider some of the *feminist reflections on incarnation.  
 One helpful theological strand focuses on deep incarnation, which seeks to 
integrate a holistic ecological worldview with the Christian concept of incarnation.364 
This thread is not unique to *feminist theologians, but some women have drawn upon the 
concept to express their theological positions. Elizabeth Johnson describes the concept of 
deep incarnation in this way:  
We evolved relationally; we exist symbiotically; our existence depends on interaction 
with the rest of the natural world. Relocating anthropology in this broader context 
 
364 Denis Edwards, Deep Incarnation: God’s Redemptive Suffering with Creatures, Duffy Lectures in 
Global Christianity (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2019). On page 2, Denis explains that “Danish 
theologian Niels Gregersen introduced the language of deep incarnation seeking to show the radical 
meaning of the incarnation, and specifically of the cross of Christ, for suffering creatures… He sees the 
cross as God’s identification with creation in its evolutionary emergence, and as an icon and microcosm of 
God’s redemptive presence to all creatures in their suffering and death.” The following are examples of 
feminist theologians who develop theologies of deep incarnation: Elizabeth A Johnson, Ask the Beasts: 
Darwin and the God of Love (London: Bloomsbury, 2015); Elizabeth A. Johnson, Creation and the Cross: 
The Mercy of God for a Planet in Peril (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2018); Sallie McFague, The Body of 




provides the condition to rethink the scope and significance of the incarnation in an 
ecological direction. The flesh that the Word of God became as a particular human 
being is part of the vast body of the cosmos . . . like a pebble thrown into the pond, 
the incarnation ripples outward with saving ramification for all flesh, including flesh 
that is other than human.365 
Catherine Keller, drawing upon other strands in feminist ecotheology, appeals to mystical 
panentheistic traditions, underscoring that the universe is God’s body. From this 
perspective: 
Incarnation no longer reads as ontological exception but as cosmic rule. An unruly 
rule: The doctrine of the incarnation refuses to be abstracted from its carnality. This 
divinity embodied in all the flesh of the world materializes under cover in all manner 
of unchristian and irreligious activities.366 
Both Johnson and Keller indicate that a holistic or deep incarnation challenges 
christological constructions that limit the incarnation to one individual—Jesus. Keller 
describes a tradition in *feminist theology “according to which the distinctive incarnation 
of Jesus reveals a boundless process of divine embodiment.”367 Interpreting the 
incarnation as a “boundless process of divine embodiment” challenges christologies that 
bind the incarnation to the singular flesh of Jesus and instead extend the incarnation to all 
bodies. Such a view is communal. A communal incarnation reveals that God’s holiness is 
 
365 Johnson, Creation and the Cross, 184.  
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infused throughout creation, and Jesus is not a sole focal point of holiness or, as Keller 
describes it, “a neatly packaged substantive singularity.”368  
 Communal, cosmic, or deep visions of the incarnation have implications for 
ecclesiology: the church, a community that continues to gather in Jesus’ name and 
focuses on his life and ministry, is part of Christ and the Divine indwelling. To recognize 
this indwelling is to recognize the church as incarnate, and further to recognize 
incarnation as a communal phenomenon. Divinity is present in the church, as in all 
peoples and all of creation; thus, incarnation has a global, cosmological reach, and the 
church participates in and witnesses to God’s indwelling.  
 A holistic, deep vision of the incarnation can provide a basis for a communal 
imaginary that destabilizes individualistic worldviews, which Keri Day argues are deeply 
problematic in the current neoliberal cultural imaginaries.369 Communal visions of the 
incarnation also disrupt necrophilic Christian imaginaries that are focused on other-
worldly models of salvation, and on Jesus as a sole, individual savior. For these reasons, 
deep or communal incarnation is a particularly important thread within *feminist 
theologies that can help shape an ecclesiological vision to address some of the most 
problematic aspects of the dominant, western, neoliberal social imaginaries. Below I will 
explore several *feminist christological approaches that point towards an incarnate 
ekklesia. 
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*Feminist Christology & Communal Incarnation  
 Several *feminist christologies challenge the idea that the incarnation is limited to 
Jesus. Rita Nakashima Brock’s christological construction of the Christa/Community—
what I have called a Christa-cclesiology—is a christology that interprets the incarnation 
as the community that surrounded Jesus. As Nakashima Brock explains, Jesus 
participates centrally in his community but he is not the sole Christ—rather the Christ is 
the Christa/Community, “a lived reality expressed in relational images” empowered 
through erotic power.370 Catherine Keller describes how the interrelatedness of 
individuals within community affects interpretations of the incarnation: “Our bodies are 
networks of networks within larger networking fields. This boundless multiplicity of 
interdependent socialities offers a theological supplement to the singular event of 
incarnation.”371 Both Keller and Nakashima Brock point towards a deep incarnation 
because of an inherently interconnected ontology: no human is a fully autonomous and 
separate individual from the whole, including Jesus. Elizabeth Johnson explains: “As a 
creature of the earth, Jesus was a complex living unit of minerals and fluids, an item in 
the carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen cycles. The atoms comprising his body were once part 
 
370 Nakashima Brock, Journeys By Heart, 52. This image of erotic power is reminiscent to Carter 
Heyward’s christological vision she develops in her book The Redemption of God. In this text, Heyward 
emphasizes that Jesus engaged in the power of dunimas, the Greek word for power that pointed to internal 
power, not socially sanctioned, verses that of exousia, the power sanctioned by social location that was 
employed by the Pharisees and Romans in the gospel narratives. Erotic power or dunimas power emerges 
from the individual, and is not dependent upon hierarchical systems, and often it contests hierarchical 
power. As such this power is sought to be regulated by authoritative social powers.  
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of other creatures.”372 Because Jesus is not a separate ontological anomaly: the 
incarnation extends beyond Jesus and encapsulates the whole community.  
 Ivone Gebara contends that Jesus’ humanity is no different than any other person. 
He is not a one-time disclosure of the divine in flesh; rather, his humanity is a metaphor 
for the incarnation that is present in each person. She explains that the “incarnation refers 
to our own bodily reality... we apprehend in our flesh, in our bodily experience, what we 
call the divine.”373 Jesus is not ontologically or metaphysically different from the rest of 
humanity, but represents “the perfection of our dreams and the ideal realization of our 
desires.”374 Carter Heyward argues for a radically relational christological vision of Jesus 
where God is the power (dunimas) or love in relationships between humans.375 For 
Heyward, Jesus is not uniquely divine but enacts the God-power or dunimas that is found 
within all humans. In this understanding, incarnation is not attributed to Jesus alone but is 
given to all of humanity.376 Gebara and Heyward offer these perspectives that Jesus was 
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375 Heyward, The Redemption of God. See Chapter Two, “Re-Imaging Jesus: Power in Relation,” 25-71. 
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spontaneous, uncontrollable, and often fearful.”(41) Heyward explains that Jesus’ dunimas sprung “from 
that which he knew to be God on the basis of his realization of his power” (41). 
 




not a unique divine-human or a superhero-type savior, but rather, he reveals the true 
human potential, or what is possible for all humans or the whole community. 
Communal Incarnation and Ecclesiology 
 Mary Grey’s ecclesiological work shows the implications of communal or deep 
incarnational theologies for ecclesiology. Grey calls for the church to become a mystic, 
which challenges traditional ideas of the mystic as a special and isolated person. Though 
Grey’s work does not specifically discuss Jesus or the incarnation, her understanding of 
the concept or mystic bears similarities with the christological ideas above; her work can 
be helpful in enlarging the relationship between ecclesiology and deep incarnation. For 
Grey, the mystic can be seen as a Christ-like figure who has encountered a life altering, 
holistic vision of the relationality of all creation.377 Grey’s vision of the church as mystic 
invites the entire church into such an awakening. Grey imagines churches embodying this 
relational vision of interconnection by creating “counter-cultural communities which live 
by a different vision and ethic.”378 She explains, “the only hope of overcoming 
competitive individualism with all its attendant features is through counter-cultural 
communities which live by a different vision and ethic.” 379 
 Mary Grey suggests that if the church were to become mystic, then this would 
lead to building counter-cultural communities. Mysticism and communal incarnation are 
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not the same thing; both concepts point towards the church’s understanding itself in a 
way that was once only reserved for ‘special’ individuals (Jesus or mystics). Grey argues 
that, if the identity of church became that of mystic, it would lead the churches to do 
greater things, such as building countercultural communities that would challenge 
neoliberal status quo. Following Grey, if the church imagined itself as the mystic or part 
of the incarnation, then this identity may also inspire the church “to do greater things.” 
Imagine what churches might become if a communal or deep vision of the incarnation 
became a guiding theological principle in their revitalization efforts. 
 The *feminist interpretations of community and incarnation that are shared here 
build on a theological claim that all humans, including but not limited to Jesus, share in 
the incarnation. All humans have within them an internal god-power or dunimas. Jesus is 
a model for how all humans can develop this power and utilize it to create a world where 
all creatures can flourish. An incarnate perspective on the church accentuates ideas of 
catholicity of the church, as posed by Darrell Guder, who explains that “the catholicity of 
the church is demonstrated in all the ways that the church at every level witnesses to the 
one gospel that draws all people to Christ.”380 The church as incarnate means that the 
catholicity of the church exists in the way that the church embodies and bears witness to 
the Christ that resides in all people. If all people take part in the incarnation, then the 
mission of the church is to live into the awesome mystery and responsibility of being 
divine and human. It is a holistic ecclesial vision that eliminates a sharp bifurcation 
 
380 Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, eds., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in 




between Christ and church. While each church across the world would embody a holistic 
vision differently, an incarnate identity unites the church and contributes to its 
catholicity. A holistic catholic vision can challenge churches to live into a new identity of 
not just being the body of Christ, but to embody Christ. As Thomas Rausch explains, the 
“very notion of catholicity means “both a fullness that unifies and a diversity that is 
reconciled.” 381 It does not mean a single institution, but an incarnate communion of 
incarnate communities. 
 The*feminist mark of the church, incarnate, emphasizes that the church (and all 
people) takes part in the incarnation of God. This vision of an incarnate church is not 
meant in a strictly metaphorical sense, but rather can be taken literally—the church is an 
incarnation of the Divine, however partially, and is called to embody the incarnate 
witness of Jesus. 
Mark 3: Utopic 
 Utopic is the third *feminist mark of the church that emerges from an analysis of 
women’s ecclesiologies. The idea of utopia points towards the creative act of envisioning 
a better society or world. The utopic mark of the church can help enrich and extend 
understanding of the Nicene mark of the church holy, because utopias can provide a 
tangible expression of holiness: utopias show what it means to create a holy world guided 
by reverence and care for all of creation. Jesus’ vision of the Kin-dom of God is a utopic 
 
381 Rausch, Towards a Truly Catholic Church, 179. Here Rausch quotes from Richard Marzheuser, 
“Globalization and Catholicity: Two Expressions of One Ecclesiology?” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 
32/2 (1995), 186. 
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metaphor that communicates a holy vision of a “new world order” of natality and 
flourishing.382 
The word utopia emerged in 1516, when Thomas More wrote his novel Utopia, 
that described a more egalitarian society. Utopia is a play on the Greek words óu (no) or 
éu (ideal) with topos (place) meaning the ‘no place’ or the ‘ideal place.’ Utopias both 
critique the current world and dream of a better, more just world. As feminist philosopher 
Claire Curtis explains “utopias challenge our imagination so that we might rethink what it 
means to be human and how we might live communally... the true utopian sees her 
project as both a critical reflection on the flaws of her society and also a prescriptive 
outline for the possibility of a better future.”383 
 Theological discussions of holiness tend towards the ethereal and the mysterious 
and discuss intangible concepts like the mystical body of the church and the holiness of 
God. Francis Sullivan also states that the “mystery of the church is also the mystery of 
her holiness, consists precisely in the fact that there is only one church, which is both 
“mystical body” and sinful people.”384 However, through the lens of utopia, the mystical 
body of the church, can be considered the utopic ideal of the Kin-dom of God that the 
church carries forward into the world: an image of heaven on earth. Yet the church is also 
embedded within the sinful reality of racist, sexist, and imperialistic societies and 
cultures. The church as a human institution replicates societies’ unjust oppressive systems 
 
382 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, “Kin-dom of God,” 186. 
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in its theologies, practices, and institutional structures. This is the reality of the church’s 
sinfulness. 
 Francis Sullivan states that God “makes creatures holy by separating them from 
all that is profane, or not associated with God, and in some way bringing into a 
relationship with himself that gives them a share in holiness.”385 Holistic feminist 
perspectives do not distinguish between sacred and profane, since holistic visions assume 
an inherent unity to all of reality. However, *feminists do make distinctions between life-
giving and death-dealing systems. From this perspective, being closer to God’s holiness 
can mean cultivating more life-giving systems where all can flourish. Utopic work is holy 
work because it envisions and builds more just relationships, institutions, and societies 
that get closer to God’s holiness or paradise now. 
 Many of the *feminist ecclesiological projects described in this dissertation can 
be considered utopic in both their scope and visions. They provide extensive critiques, 
and expansive constructive and practical visions to help imagine a better church and 
world. In order to move towards a better world, we need utopic imaginings of a more 
holy world, or what Mary Elizabeth Moore calls, “a foretaste of New Creation.”386 Many 
of these projects provide just such a foretaste, or glimpse into paradise or the holy. As 
Elizabeth Castelli points out, these visions are ultimately about creating space: “physical 
space, psychic space, imaginative space—for sustaining a hope that injustices can be 
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overturned and more egalitarian arrangements can be conjured, built, and sustained.”387 
In order to change the world, a different world must be imagined. In the next section, I 
discuss the utopic aspects found in many of these ecclesiological projects.  
Ecclesiology and Utopia 
 Many *feminist ecclesiological projects can be considered utopic because they 
imagine an ideal church or even an ideal holy world, and they challenge churches to 
move towards this vision. Some of these projects can also be considered utopic in the 
scope of their vision. That is, they dare to imagine holistic and radical change that are not 
constrained by a narrowing research focus and vision, which has been a trend in some 
postmodern theoretical work.388 They do not follow these narrowed trends, but rather 
imagine sweeping changes and vast visions for a better church and world. As such, they 
can be considered utopic in their approach and also in their content. 
 Utopic visions can be found in womanist authors like Delores Williams and Kelly 
Brown Douglass, who point towards an ideal or utopic vision of the Black Church to 
stand as a contrast to actual problematic sexist, homophobic, and puritanical practices 
found often in African American churches. Both theologians encourage black churches to 
root out these harmful practices in order to move more fully towards this ideal of the 
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Black Church. Both envision the ideal Black Church in a utopic way. It is a vision of a 
more just church that current churches can strive to become. Mary Grey’s vision of the 
church as mystical community can also be understood as utopic. She argues that to 
overcome the problems of a neo-liberal world, counter-cultural communities must be 
developed that model a deep mystical vision of embodied interconnection.389 Grey’s 
ecclesial vision is utopic in that it envisions a more just church and way of life, and calls 
for the church to become a “home for human flourishing”390 
 Ada María Isasi-Díaz’s construction of the Kin-dom of God can be understood as 
a utopic ecclesial vision. Her historical interpretation of Jesus, underscores that through 
his radical community-making praxis, Jesus models a new world order that cultivates 
kinship ties based on life praxis (doing the will of God) and not on blood.391 As she 
explains, “In constituting the community of followers as family, as a fictive kin, Jesus is 
confronting the established world order of first-century Palestine.”392 Isasi-Díaz’s work 
can be interpreted as utopic because it creates an image of community building that will 
disrupt the status quo and it “opens new perspectives, new vistas as to how to live the 
gospel message of justice and peace in our world in the twenty-first century.”393 Her 
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metaphor of Kin-dom of God is utopic in that it is rooted in historical interpretation of 
Jesus, and in turn opens up new vistas of possibility in the present. 
 Another example from *feminist ecclesiology that can be interpreted as exploring, 
even experimenting with, utopic visions and practices is the women-church movement, 
which was popular in the 1980’s. Women-churches can be interpreted as a utopic 
movement because they created new communities outside the boundaries of existing 
patriarchal structures in order to create a space for women’s becoming. The simplest 
description of women-church is: “a community of redemption from patriarchy.”394 
Women-churches have sought to create more inclusive and just ecclesial spaces for 
women (and men).395 They sought to cultivate safe space for people who have 
experienced oppression, exclusion, or abuse, in patriarchal ecclesial spaces. In addition, 
many experimented with non-hierarchical leadership models different than predominant 
clerical leadership models: 
While the group may include clergy (ordained in certain denominations), women-
church groups do not typically ordain anyone and do not recognize lay/clergy 
distinctions in essence or function. Rather, the groups strive to be a “discipleship of 
equals,” a democratic assembly in which the various talents of the members are put to 
the service of the community.396 
 
394 Ruether, Women-Church, 86.  
 
395 Hunt, “Women-Church,” 97. According to Mary Hunt, the women-church movement kept many women 
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Though many of the women-churches were not part of existing patriarchal churches many 
were meant to influence the wider church through their creative, liberative praxis even 
though they may not have had a direct connection to specific churches. Their 
independence allowed them to experiment in the utopic, to dream and practice new ways 
of being. Yet, remaining in dialogue with women in patriarchal institutions allowed them 
to share their best practices with patriarchal institutions in a transformational dialectic.397 
 Mary Daly’s vision of the women’s movement as the Anti-church that takes the 
best aspects of church in order to help envision a post-patriarchal world can also be 
considered utopic.398 Daly asserts that changing the patriarchal world will require 
envisioning and enacting a new, antipatriarchal space.399 She argues that we need to learn 
to “live now the future we are fighting for, rather than compromising in vain hope of a 
future that is always deferred, always unreal... To live in this new world is to be creating 
an Antiworld, by renaming the cosmos.” 400 Daly’s vision is utopic in that it imagines a 
future world beyond patriarchy and challenges people to begin living that reality now. 
 Historical theological projects can also be considered utopic in the ways that 
Elaine Graham discusses: they destabilize the present by presenting new visions of the 
past that can in turn open the “way to imagining a different future.”401 They disrupt the 
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past by bringing forward more liberative interpretations in order to help bring about a 
more just present and future. For example, the historical projects of Grace Jantzen and 
Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker can be understood as utopic in that they 
develop new historical interpretations that help imagine a different future. Their projects 
show how Christianity and the church in certain times and places have spread utopic 
visions and at other times necrophilic or imperialistic visions. Moreover, these projects 
can also be considered utopic in their scope. That is, these projects are an example of the 
“grander scale transformative visions and creative reimaginings” that Emily Neill 
discusses.402 They cover broad historical periods ranging from the rise of the western 
tradition and the ancient church into the present. Both Nakashima Brock and Parker’s and 
Jantzen’s projects develop sweeping interpretations of history, and in turn, develop 
visions for transforming social and theological imaginaries. In this way, these projects 
can be understood as utopic in both the content and scope of their projects. 
 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s vision of the ekklesia of wo/men can also be 
considered utopic in both its scale and vision. She envisions the ekklesia of wo/men not 
only as a religious community but also as a political movement that is an alternative to 
empire—an emancipatory space based on egalitarian relationships:403  
[Ekklesia] imagines society and religion as a reciprocal community of support, a 
dynamic alliance of equals. Its principle and horizon is a radical democratic vision 
and movement that creates community in diversity, commonality in solidarity, 
 
402 Emily R. Neill, “From Generation to Generation: Horizons in Feminist Theology or Reinventing the 
Wheel?,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15, no. 1 (1999): 106, italics mine. 
 
403 Schüssler Fiorenza, The Power of the Word, 70. 
 
 178 
equality in freedom and love, a world-community that appreciates the “other” 
precisely as the other.404 
The ekklesia of wo/men is both a physical space and theoretical space, a utopic image that 
is “already” and “not yet.”405 
 Susan Abraham also notices the utopic quality found in Schüssler Fiorenza’s 
vision of the ekklesia of wo/men and states that “[s]uch utopian space engenders the 
radical democratic imagination so vital for contemporary feminist theology.”406 
Similarly, Elizabeth A. Castelli argues that Schüssler Fiorenza’s ekklesia of wo/men 
functions as a “multivalent category for describing, simultaneously a sociopolitical 
communal formation in the present and a critical idea whose full liberatory potential 
remains as yet unrealized.”407 Therefore ekklesia of wo/men is a critical tool that acts as a 
counterpoint to patriarchy/kyriarchy in the church and society and, as such, is an 
alternative utopic space “within which the future might be reimagined and renegotiated 
in light of a critical vision of the past and present.”408 As Schüssler Fiorenza herself 
describes it, the ekklesia of wo/men: 
[I]magines society and religion as a reciprocal community of support, a dynamic 
alliance of equals. Its principle and horizon is a radical democratic vision and 
movement that creates community in diversity, commonality in solidarity, equality in 
freedom and love, a world-community that appreciates the “other” precisely as the 
other.409 
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The ekklesia of wo/men is both a physical space and theoretical space, one that is 
“already” and “not yet.”410 
 While not all of these *feminist ecclesiological visions are as robust in their 
utopic imaginings as Schüssler Fiorenza’s, many nevertheless have utopic qualities. 
Through their work, they hope to build a more just church and a more just world where 
all people and creation can flourish. This is a utopic vision that is rooted historically in 
*feminist interpretations of Christian history and praxis. Whether focused on the black 
church, the Roman Catholic church, progressive churches, Asian or African churches, 
these women are all seeking to change foundational theologies and structures of churches 
that perpetuate patriarchal and kyriarchical oppression of women and other marginalized 
peoples. Others, like the women-church movements have built new communities that 
model these ideals and theologies. Many of these ecclesial visions have a fundamental 
vision of this hope for a better, more flourishing world, even though their approaches are 
different. They each have some sort of utopic quality and, because of this, utopic is the 
second mark of the church found in *feminist ecclesiologies. 
Reclaiming Utopia 
 In recent years, utopic thinking has become synonymous with dystopic, in some 
postmodern critical theory.411 This is in part because post-modern critiques have argued 
that the totalizing meta-narratives of western modernity led to horrific social problems. 
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However, some feminist and queer critical theorists challenge this critique because utopic 
thinking is also an important tool of resistance for the marginalized, as it enables people 
to reimagine and rebuild the world.412 I provide a few contours of this argument and 
counter argument so readers will not simply dismiss ideas of the utopic as necessarily a 
hegemonic and oppressive practice. 
 The post-modern critique of utopia has led to a disparaging of any projects 
considered utopic, because they are automatically assumed to be oppressive and dystopic. 
As a result some academic research projects have become narrower in their scope, and 
feminist theology, in particular, has turned from developing “grander scale transformative 
visions and creative reimaginings,” which many of the projects above exemplify.413 
Rebecca Chopp has referred to this intellectual shift as “the bifocals for modern 
epistemology,” that is a narrowing of topics and research.414  Emily Neill argues that this 
intellectual terrain has led to the dismissal of far-reaching constructive imaginings and 
projects that were once at the heart of earlier feminist theological work that envisioned 
sweeping institutional changes.415 Ada María Isasi-Díaz has argued against this narrowed 
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intellectual movement, stating that utopic thinking and projects are vital because “[p]art 
of the driving force of utopias is their subversive character, which is precisely why they 
threaten those who support the status quo at any cost.”416 She contends that the “rejection 
of utopian projects by those with privilege and power is a way of imprisoning so called 
minorities in the in-betweens.”417  
 Along with Isasi-Díaz, other feminists and queer theorists have also reclaimed the 
concept of utopia in recent years and have emphasized that utopic thinking and creating 
is an act of resistance by the oppressed.418 For Graham, critical historical feminist work 
that disrupts the past and re-imagines it in more liberative ways is utopic because it 
destabilizes dominant narratives in the present and opens the “way to imagining a 
different future.”419 Feminist philosopher Erin McKenna distinguishes two kinds of 
utopias: blueprint and process.420 Blueprint utopias claim to have the final design on how 
to create a perfect society and can very easily slip into an authoritarian dystopia. Process 
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utopias, on the other hand, put forward grand visions of the world, but do not claim to be 
a final, static design. They are open to an iterative design process that includes constant 
revision. Process utopias are needed to help bring about social change, putting forth 
grand visions of a better world without claiming to be the final word.  
 The utopic visions discussed in this section do not reflect rigid blueprints of how 
things should be done, rather they present visions of possibilities. The *feminist 
ecclesiological utopic visions invite imagination and hope that a more just church and 
world is possible.  
Mark 4: Apostolic 
 Apostolic is another prominent concept found within many of these *feminist 
ecclesiologies. It is quite similar to the Nicene mark apostolic, so the name has remained 
the same. As already discussed earlier in this chapter, apostolic primarily implies? 
connotes? a “continuity with and faithfulness to the apostolic message.”421 It describes 
the mission of the church. As with the other marks of the church, these *feminist 
ecclesiological perspectives extend the ways that the apostolic mark of the church can be 
interpreted.  
 To begin, *feminist perspectives extend the missional meaning of apostolic, what 
it means to carry on the work of Jesus and the apostles. They describe how the ministry 
of Jesus largely focused on including and empowering women and other marginalized 
peoples. This interpretation of Jesus’ ministry can help orient understandings of apostolic 
mission for church today. Secondly, *feminist research also extends certain ecumenical 
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leadership perspectives that do not allow women to be leaders in the church because of 
patriarchal historical claims that women were not among Jesus’ disciples or the early 
apostles. *Feminist historical research counters these claims and shows evidence that 
women were in fact both disciples and apostles. The sections below, will discuss ways 
that *feminist discourse can expand traditional interpretations of the apostolic mission of 
the church. 
Apostolic Egalitarianism 
 Many of these *feminist ecclesiologies extend the missional sense, or verb form 
of apostolic, by describing what it means to carry out the work of Jesus in the world. 
They emphasize that a central feature of Jesus’ ministry is its egalitarian nature; Jesus 
included and empowered women and other oppressed peoples in his ministry and 
movement. Thus, to carry on Jesus’ ministry in the world is to include and empower the 
powerless, or to practice apostolic egalitarianism. 
 One example that highlights apostolic egalitarianism in Jesus’ ministry is found 
in Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s work, which contends that the earliest Jesus movements 
had a radical egalitarian praxis. This praxis is reflected in the theological assertions found 
in Galatians 3:28: “In Christ there is no male nor female, Jew nor Greek, slave nor 
free.”422 Schüssler Fiorenza explains that the early Jesus movements sought to find the 
“critical feminist impulse” within Judaism and live out an alternative communal lifestyle, 
as “a discipleship of equals,” that stood in contrast to the religious and social-political 
 




power structures that dominated first century Palestine.423 She argues that women’s 
participation and leadership was in part, what made the earliest Jesus movements radical. 
Therefore, the inclusion and participation by women can be understood as an integral part 
of the early mission of the early church.  
  Schüssler Fiorenza’s egalitarian historical interpretations of Jesus’ ministry, 
resonate with Ada María Isasi-Díaz’s work on the metaphor of the kin-dom of God. She 
contends that Jesus models a new world order that cultivates kinship ties based on life 
praxis (doing the will of God) and not on blood.424 Jesus’ vision and praxis, “moves away 
from the elitist and authoritarian characteristics of kingdoms and empires and focuses 
instead on relationality and mutuality.”425 Isasi-Díaz explains, that the kin-dom of God, 
“opens new perspectives, new vistas as to how to live the gospel message of justice and 
peace in our world in the twenty-first century.” As such, the kin-dom metaphor can 
provide a vision for apostolic mission for churches today. This echoes Marjorie H. 
Suchocki perspective on the church that “[t]he ideal of the church presented to us [in the 
Book of Acts] is of an egalitarian structure wherein people were clothed, fed, and cared 
for in communal ministries of well-being.”426 Likewise, a key component to Letty 
Russell’s vision of a church in the round, is the fact that Jesus’ ministerial table 
 
423 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 107. 
 
424 Isasi-Díaz, “Kin-dom of God,” 186. 
 
425 Isasi-Díaz, “Kin-dom of God,” 186. 
 




fellowship practices included women and other socially marginalized peoples. For 
Russell, this practice of inclusive table fellowship is central to Jesus’ ministry.427 
 Unfortunately, the radical egalitarianism of the early Jesus movements was 
eventually superseded by patriarchal and imperial forms of church. Schüssler Fiorenza 
has shown in her historical work that this inclusive egalitarian structure was largely 
eradicated as ancient Christian communities began to reflect Roman patriarchal 
households, and became more entrenched in patriarchal theologies and practices.428 
However, despite patriarchal attempts to eradicate egalitarian aspects of the early Jesus 
movements from historical memory, “the egalitarian currents of early Christianity have 
never been eliminated.”429  
 These *feminist ecclesial projects bring these egalitarian currents forward and 
challenge churches to examine their own practices in light of them. They reveal that an 
egalitarian vision and practice is central to Jesus’ ministry and the early church. A 
renewed apostolic vision that follows these egalitarian currents will emphasize the 
inclusion and empowerment of women and other marginalized peoples, like LGBTQ+ 
people, as a key focus of the church’s apostolic mission in the world. Such an apostolic 
vision challenges churches to examine their own apostolic mission. How are they 
carrying out the work of Jesus in the world? Are they including and empowering 
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marginalized peoples in their leadership and practices? Are they seeking to bring about a 
more egalitarian world? How might churches be challenged to reshape their praxis if a 
central part of apostolic vision is focused on creating egalitarian structures and alternative 
communal lifestyles and kinship networks? 
Women as Disciples and Apostles 
 *Feminist historical work also brings forward historical evidence that shows that 
women were disciples, apostles, and leaders in the early church. This is another aspect of 
how *feminist work extends the mark of the church apostolic. Showing women’s 
leadership in the early church is important for empowering women today, and also for 
countering patriarchal ecumenical claims that argue women cannot be leaders because 
they were not among Jesus’ disciples nor apostles in the early church. For example, this 
is an espoused Roman Catholic perspective: 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that only men can receive holy orders 
because Jesus chose men as his apostles, and the “apostles did the same when they 
chose collaborators to succeed them in their ministry.”430 
*Feminist historical research contradicts this claim. *Feminist research shows that 
women were not only included within the discipleship of equals that gathered around 
Jesus, but women were also among the first apostles in the ancient ekklesia. Martha from 
the gospels is one example of a woman being Jesus’ disciple and also acting as an apostle 
for the faith, as Schüssler Fiorenza explains: 
Martha, after receiving the revelation and expressing her faith in Jesus’ word goes 
and calls Mary (John 11:20, NRSV), just as Andrew and Philip called Peter and 
Nathanael. As a “beloved disciple” of Jesus she is the spokeswoman for the messianic 
 




faith of the community… Thus Martha represent the full apostolic faith for the 
Johannine community, just as Peter did for the Matthean community.431 
This is but one example that counters patriarchal Christian perspectives that argue that 
only men were disciples, apostles, and leaders in the early Jesus movements.  
 Another example is the recognition of Mary Magdalene as a prominent disciple of 
Jesus, which became apparent after the discovery of the Gospel of Mary Magdalene. This 
ancient text claims the Mary (and not Peter) was the disciple that Jesus named as the 
leader of the early church and with whom Jesus shared hidden wisdom. Karen King 
argues that the existence of this apocryphal gospel text indicates that there were likely 
many early Christian communities that believed this to be true. This is because producing 
a written gospel during the second century would have taken a considerable amount of 
resources and effort at that time. In addition, three manuscripts have been found of this 
ancient text, which attests that it was likely widespread.432 All of this points to the fact 
that during the first few centuries of Christianity, it was probably widely known that 
Mary Magdalene was considered a disciple of Jesus.  
 Women were also apostles in the early church. Evidence for this is found in 
Paul’s letters where he mentions women leaders, most notably in Romans 16:7 where he 
thanks the apostle Junia (a female name). Though translators across Christian history 
have argued that Paul was actually referencing a male name (Junias), many translators 
today, concede that Paul was in fact thanking a woman apostle. Eldon Jay Epp, who has 
 
431 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 329. 
 
432 Prof. Karen King shared this perspective in her class, which I completed: “Women, Sex, and Gender in 
Ancient Christianity” taught at Harvard Divinity School, Fall 2010 (HDS 1505/Religion 1410) 
 
 188 
written a book on Junia, explains, “there was a woman apostle, explicitly so named, in 
the earliest generation of Christianity, and Christians—lay people and clergy—must (and 
eventually will) face up to it.”433 Another apocryphal text, The Acts of Thecla, (and a 
longer version called The Life of Thecla) narrates the story of Thecla, a first-century 
evangelist and student of Paul.434 These texts show that Thecla was referred to as an 
apostolate and also baptized people.435 These are just of a few of the examples of 
women’s leadership in the Jesus movements and in the early church well into the first and 
second centuries.  
 In addition to challenging patriarchal practices in the church, a *feminist apostolic 
vision creates a liberative vision of the early church, where women and other oppressed 
peoples can see themselves as active participants and leaders in the ancient church. It 
emphasizes the importance of reclaiming the past from a *feminist perspective, especially 
since the past is critical in shaping current social imaginaries. *Feminist historical work 
reclaims that the historical Christian tradition can be a place of liberation and 
empowerment for women and other marginalized peoples. 
 These historical accounts of women’s leadership disrupt the “certainties” and 
practices of patriarchal church praxis that excludes women. They highlight that 
patriarchal praxis that excludes women from leadership do not reflect the early Jesus 
movements and the early church. Jesus and early churches, in fact, did choose women to 
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be both disciples and apostles as documented in both canonical and non-canonical texts. 
Churches can no longer argue in good conscience that only those identified with the male 
gender were Jesus’ disciples and apostles in the early church. Historical texts and 
interpretations that show only men as disciples and apostles in the early church are untrue 
and biased patriarchal accounts of history.  
The realization that women were both disciples and apostles in early Christianity 
can be important for people who hold high regard for the ancient church and seek to 
replicate its practices in the present. I wonder whether the evangelical church that I 
served would have seen a new perspective if they had encountered these *feminist 
histories. Would they have upheld their sexist theologies and practices? Further, if they 
had learned about the inclusion that made Jesus’ ministry so radical—his inclusion and 
empowerment of marginalized peoples—might they have shifted their beliefs and 
approach towards LGBTQ+ peoples?  
 These *feminist ecclesial projects bring important egalitarian currents forward 
and challenge the church to examine its own practices in light of them. They show that an 
egalitarian vision and practice is central to Jesus’ ministry and to the early church, and an 
egalitarian apostolic vision extends the missional or verb form of apostolic: to carry on 
the ministry of Jesus in the world, in part means to develop a radically egalitarian 
ekklesia where all people are included and treated as equals. 
Conclusion 
 These four marks of the *feminist church holistic, incarnate, utopic, and 
apostolic, are key themes that emerge from careful analysis of white feminist, womanist, 
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mujerista, African, and Asian women’s ecclesiological sources. The *feminist marks 
underscore key concepts found in *feminist ecclesiological work. They exemplify the 
robustness of *feminist ecclesiological work, and its breadth and depth that reach far 
beyond concerns with women’s roles in the church. As this chapter has shown, the 
*feminist marks of the church have clear echoes to the Nicene marks of the church, but 
they also extend them in significant and meaningful ways. 
 Many of the *feminist visions call for a complete reimagining of the very 
structures and practices of church. Taken together, they call for a profound reimagining 
of church that can become an embodiment of an egalitarian kin-dom of God, which can 
truly challenge the patriarchal and kyriarchical systems in the world. They can inspire 
and guide churches as many undertake strategic change and revitalizing processes. They 
can be a guide to churches as they examine their ecclesial practices in the hope to become 
more just in their theology and praxis. Many of the *feminist ecclesial works challenge 
churches to eradicate the insidious theologies and practices that replicate patriarchal and 
kyriarchical systems. Such changes will require creative and utopic imagination that is 
guided by *feminist critical and intersectional analyses and perspectives. The *feminist 
marks of the church can be a starting point for this type of ecclesiological strategic 





 In Part II, I will develop a case study of the Iron Age I Hebrew highland 
settlements, presenting archeological evidence and the major interpretations of this 
evidence. Many archeologists and biblical scholars believe that the highland settlements 
represent the beginnings of the Hebrew people and what would eventually become the 
Israelite tradition and religion, which places these settlements at the very origins of some 
biblical traditions. As I have already discussed in Chapter One, the highland settlements 






RATIONALE FOR THE HIGHLAND SETTLEMENTS IN ECCLESIOLOGY  
 Bringing forward the highland settlements as a central case study for a *feminist 
ecclesiological project offers fresh perspectives on the history and future of the Christian 
church. Archeological evidence from the Iron Age is not a typical focus for contemporary 
ecclesiology or a likely source to inspire church practice toward strategic change and 
revitalization. Inspiration from the Iron Age? Really? While this may be a reaction for 
some, this chapter makes a case for the Iron Age I Hebrew highland settlements as a 
relevant and important practical theological case study for the church today. In fact, the 
highland settlements may be vital in helping the church reimagine its practice at this 
unique time in history. 
As I write in this moment in the United States, many institutions are beginning to 
deal openly with a long legacy of racist and imperialistic domination, oppression, and 
injustice. For example, the Black Lives Matter movement and protests are calling to 
account years of police brutality and systemic oppression of communities that are Black, 
indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) around the country. Across America, 
monuments to Confederate leaders and slave owners are being pulled down; racist 
corporate logos and sports teams names are changing. This moment is a time of 
reckoning for individuals and institutions to deal with their imperialistic and racist pasts 
and present. It calls to consciousness the recurring crises of racism, sexism, and 
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imperialism in the U.S. and subsequent social justice movements. It is a long and torrid 
past of injustice. 
 The time is now for churches to deal with their responsibility in perpetuating and 
upholding oppressive, imperialistic, sexist, and racist theologies and institutional 
practices. Churches must also deal with how Christian imaginaries have helped support 
Western European imperialism and genocide. As I explained in Chapter One, the history 
of the Israelite people as narrated in the Bible, specifically in the conquest narrative in 
Joshua (Joshua 3—9), has been leveraged in the Christian imaginary of the Western 
imperialistic church to justify the genocide and enslavement of BIPOC for centuries. For 
the church to begin to heal its wounds of the past, it must reckon with its harmful 
practices and religious imaginary. Such social therapeutic work will necessarily result in 
tearing down some of the monuments of the past and reimaging history and 
contemporary praxis in ways that reconcile injustices and seek the flourishing of all 
people. In this time period, however, the church has access to a counterhistory of the 
origins of the Hebrew people, one that contradicts the genocidal story of Joshua. The Iron 
Age I Hebrew highland settlements archeological evidence opens up a new vista of 
history that can help to shape contemporary imagination and practice for the church 
today. On first glance, ancient history may seem irrelevant to current situations. But the 
Iron Age history is exactly what is needed in this cultural moment as churches strive to 
become more just and relevant in their theology and practice.  
 Not only are the highland settlements relevant as a counterhistory, but also there 
are a variety of other reasons why this research is important for *feminist ecclesiology 
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today, during this tumultuous time of transformation and change. This chapter explores 
six of those reasons. The sections below unearth some of the significant contributions that 
studies of the highland settlements offer to ecclesiology, as well as precedents in 
Christian traditioning processes that engage newly discovered historical material. These 
reasons will provide a solid rationale for the relevancy of the highland settlements 
materials in a Christian ecclesiological context. 
Reason 1: Building on *Feminist Historical Ecclesiological Work 
 A study and analysis of the highland settlements is important to *feminist 
ecclesiology because it builds on a rich stream of *feminist historical discourse that 
explores history as a source for prompting new theology and practice in the present. In 
this *feminist discourse, much study has already been done on the origins of the Christian 
tradition regarding the Jesus movements and the early ekklesia. For example, prominent 
*feminist ecclesiological projects, like that of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, examine the 
beginnings of Christianity in order to develop a more liberative ecclesiology.436 However, 
I know of no equivalent project that looks to the origins of the Hebrew tradition as 
revealed in the highland settlements materials for ecclesial inspiration. Some may argue 
that such a project is not needed since the highland settlements pre-date the biblical 
traditions and have no relevance for Christian ecclesiology. But because Christianity 
began as a Jewish movement and Jesus and his disciples were guided by their Jewish 
traditions, the historical work on the emergence of the Hebrew people is relevant for 
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Christian ecclesiology. Christianity did not emerge in a cultural or religious vacuum but 
was very much embedded in Hebrew tradition. The religious imaginaries of Judaism 
informed Jesus’ conception of the divine, his daily practices, and his critiques of the 
Jerusalem temple system. Catherine Keller states: “It is the Hebrew tradition of the love 
of the stranger that seems to have served as Jesus’s hermeneutical test and key, opening 
up the stranger love of the indecent and of the enemy . . . ”437 The Israelite tradition and 
the Torah are foundational for Christian tradition because the Christian ekklesia emerged 
as a Jewish reform movement. 
 Schüssler Fiorenza elucidates this connection when she states, the “praxis and 
vision of Jesus and his movement is best understood as an inner-Jewish renewal 
movement that presented an alternative option to the dominant patriarchal structures.”438 
She argues that the vision of the ministry of Jesus emerged from a “critical feminist 
impulse” within the Judaism from which he emerged.439 It thus stands to reason that 
*feminist historical work that is interested in liberative historical narratives would also 
want to explore the Hebrew tradition and the liberative “critical feminist impulses” found 
there. Such explorations would complement the rich ecclesiological work that examines 
liberative elements in the Jesus movements and early ekklesia for inspiring new visions 
for church today. 
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 *Feminists are not alone in seeing the connection between studies of ancient 
Judaism and Christian ecclesiological work. For example, Bryan Stone observes that the 
term ekklesia itself points to the Greek concept of the word [?] as a democratic assembly 
but also towards the Hebrew tradition of the Israelite assembly as the people of God. 
Therefore, Stone explains, understanding community building in Judaism is an important 
aspect for understanding Christian ecclesiology:  
[T]he historical genesis of the church is not to be found primarily in Greco-Roman 
culture or its various social institutions, but in Judaism itself. Just as important . . . is 
the way the term ecclesia linked early Christians with Israel as a nation and as the 
people of God. Any fully adequate understanding of Christian ecclesiology would 
need, therefore, to explore Hebrew modes of community that predate Christianity and 
account for the church’s early and ongoing relation to Judaism.440 
The highland settlements evidence reveals the earliest known mode of Hebrew 
community building, which would eventually lead to the development of Israelite 
identity, scriptures, and traditions. From this standpoint, the highland settlements can be a 
valuable source for understanding community building and its contributions to 
ecclesiology.  
 Highland settlement research can build on prior *feminist work by looking back 
to a time before the history of the ancient church and into the origins of Hebrew tradition 
as a source for *feminist ecclesiological work. The settlements research is a new source 
of history that can shape imagination for church today. In addition, there are threads of 
connection between the highlands settlements and the Hebrew scriptures that reveal how 
they influenced biblical traditions. 
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Reason 2: Threads of Connection between Highland Settlements and Hebrew scriptures 
 Although the highland settlements pre-date the Hebrew Bible’s texts and 
traditions, they are integrally connected with them. In fact, the highland settlements are 
considered by some to be “proto-Israelite” because they eventually led to a new cultural 
identity known as Israel.441 One can find remnants and traces of these highland settlement 
communities throughout the Hebrew Bible. Recent archeological discoveries help to 
illuminate these scriptural threads. William Dever explains that the stories about 
everyday life in the book of Judges are filled with details that are familiar to 
archeologists.442 The core of Judges provides glimpses into the highland settlement era. 
As Dever explains, the “[Judges] narrative consists of stories about everyday life in the 
formative, pre-state era, when “there was no king in Israel [and] all the people did what 
was right in their own eyes” (Judg 21:25 [NRSV]).443 The pre-state era that Dever names 
is the highland settlement era. Similarly, Paula McNutt argues that the “archeological 
material from the Iron Age villages provides an assemblage of material culture that seems 
to agree in some respects with the social conditions implied in Judges and Samuel.”444 
Additionally, Norman Gottwald states that “the biblical traditions about pre-state Israel 
provide “glimpse” and “echoes” of a people among whom social power was broadly 
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distributed in local settings.”445 Gottwald is referring to the pre-state period of highland 
settlements. As each of these scholars attests, the book of Judges contains references to 
the highland settlement period. Judges offers a “glimpse” into Iron Age I community 
building and history. 
 In addition to the stories in Judges, the Exodus story (Ex 1—15:21) seems to have 
been strongly influenced by the highland settlements period.446 The basic plot of the 
biblical exodus story can be correlated with what is known of the origins of the highland 
settlers. The overarching plot line of the Exodus story describes the Israelite people 
leaving Egypt in order to escape enslavement and oppression; similarly, the highland 
settlements evidence points towards Canaanite people leaving Egyptian-ruled Canaanite 
city-states to escape socio-economic oppression and even enslavement. Because of these 
similarities, William H. C. Propp speculates that the biblical Exodus story could be a 
conflation of a broad set of Israelite experiences, that is, “the experience of none of the 
Israelites and of all of the Israelites.”447 Propp’s analysis would explain why elements in 
the biblical exodus story “find resonances in the archaeological record—but not in a 
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single time and space.”448 While the story of escaping Egypt resonates with the Exodus 
narrative broadly, researchers have found no archeological evidence of a specific group 
of people leaving the upper Nile region under a specific Pharaoh in a specific one-time 
event. In this way, the Exodus story in the Bible is myth-like: it points to an underlying 
truth without being literally true.  
 Similarly, using a cultural memory studies approach, Nadav Naʼaman argues that 
the Exodus story “refracts the historical memory of early Israelite society” and provides 
“a small window for recognition of the consciousness of the early settlers in the 
highlands.” 449 Na’aman concludes that the Exodus story “might be considered the 
earliest source available for research into the cultural-religious worldview of early 
Israelite society.”450 Ron Hendel draws a similar correlation between the Exodus story 
and the highland settlements through an approach to history known as mnemohistory, 
which explores how the past is used to construct a collective identity within the present. 
Mnemohistory also examines how past events are remembered through a conglomeration 
of what is historically true and what is remembered symbolically.451 Hendel argues that 
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many aspects of the biblical Exodus story, represents the late Bronze Age period of 
Egyptian imperialism in Canaan.452 
 As Propp, Na’aman, and Hendel’s approaches attest, the highland settlements 
bore directly on Israelite identity and the ensuing biblical traditions. The highland 
settlements pre-dated and influenced the biblical texts—notably the Exodus story, one of 
the most important and iconic stories in Hebrew Scripture. Consequently, the highland 
settlements should not be deemed irrelevant for ecclesiology. They have left a tangible 
imprint on ancient Israelite culture and the biblical texts.  
 This discussion of the Hebrew scriptures leads to a third reason why the highland 
settlements are relevant for ecclesiology. Hebrew tradition and history, including the 
Exodus story, have shaped the Christian imaginary in many ways. Therefore, any new 
discoveries regarding the history of the Hebrew people is relevant for ecclesiology. 
Reason 3: Christian Imaginary Shaped by Hebrew Tradition  
 The church and the wider western social imaginary have been shaped in part by 
the narratives contained in Hebrew scriptures that tell the origins of the Israelite people in 
Canaan. Consequently, new discoveries about the history of the Hebrew people can have 
a bearing on Christian theology and western social imaginaries. For example, William 
Dever explains: 
For nearly two thousand years the so-called “Western cultural tradition” has traced its 
origins back to ancient Israel. In Israel’s claims to have experienced in its own history 
 
construct some particular histories, and how these histories “serve to inform and influence the cultural 
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revealed truth of a higher, universal, and eternal order, we in Europe and the New 
World have seen a metaphor for our own situation. 453 
Unfortunately, western Christian cultures have often leveraged Israelite history in ways 
that empower imperialistic domination. Scholars such as Robert Warrior, Willie James 
Jennings, and Grace Jantzen are only a few who trace how Israelite history influences 
western cultural traditions. For example, Robert Warrior has shown that the conquest 
narrative in the book of Joshua (3—9) has played an important ideological role in the 
genocide of native American peoples at the hands of European Christian colonists.454 
European colonists saw North America as the new promised land and its indigenous 
inhabitants as ‘Canaanites,’ which justified the genocide of many native American 
peoples 455 In addition, Willie James Jennings has shown that the Western Christian 
imagination has been shaped by the history of ancient Israel and has helped justify 
western imperialism and racialized systems.456 Grace Jantzen argues that many wars in 
the West have been fought under the guise of Christian holy war, using biblical texts to 
justify atrocities done to indigenous people. Through an imperial Western Christian 
imaginary indigenous peoples are considered “‘idolators’ who do not obey divine laws or 
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structure their societies according to the patriarchal system of the Bible.”457 Jantzen states 
that “Christendom in the West is fathoms deep in violence and supports this violence by 
its reading of its foundation texts.”458 These few examples illustrate how biblical history 
has shaped a violent Christian imaginary. 
 Jantzen challenges this violent imaginary by emphasizing “alternative discourses 
of beauty, creativity and life” that run “alongside the discourses of death and destruction” 
in biblical texts.459 Although much has been silenced or even erased, one can still find 
“strong strands of counter narrative which celebrate life, natality and flourishing.” 460 For 
Jantzen these alternative discourses, or counter narratives, can help reshape violent 
aspects of western social imaginaries. From this perspective, the highland settlements can 
be seen as a counter narrative of the history of the Hebrew people that differs from the 
biblical conquest narrative. Just as Jantzen seeks to lift up counter narratives in the texts 
themselves, the highland settlements offer an alternative discourse with strands of 
creativity and life. As will become evident in the latter part of this dissertation, the 
highland settlements history can interrupt and reshape problematic aspects of the Western 
social imaginary. 
 As these examples show, western and Christian social imaginaries are rooted in 
biblical depictions of origins of the Israelite people in Canaan. Any new discovery 
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regarding the origins of the Israelite people and biblical traditions, including the highland 
settlements research, can be relevant for ecclesiology. These new discoveries, especially 
those with liberative and anti-domination perspectives, should be part of Christian 
traditioning processes. They bear potential influence on the transformation of ecclesial 
practice, theology, and even broader western social imaginaries. Inviting newly 
discovered information into the Christian traditioning process has precedence in ecclesial 
practice and is a third reason for the relevancy of the highland settlements for 
ecclesiology.  
Reason 4: The Traditioning Process 
 Another reason to explore the highland settlements is that Christian traditioning 
processes draw upon historical traditions as rich sources for developing Christian 
theology and practice. One finds the practice of historical analysis in many of the 
*feminist ecclesiologies explored in Part I. For example, Kelly Brown Douglass, 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Delores Williams, Grace Jantzen, and Rosemary Radford 
Reuther, to name a few, have projects that delve into historical resources as a key focus in 
their ecclesiological projects.461 *Feminist theologians are not the only ones to do this 
work; drawing on the past and incorporating it into existing Christian traditions have 
been important Christian practices since its beginnings. Because the early Jesus 
movements began as a reform movement within Judaism, early churches presupposed 
Hebrew traditions and biblical texts and often incorporated them, implicitly and 
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explicitly, into emerging Christian traditions. For example, Peter’s dream in Acts 10:9-29 
is an instance where early Christians were wrestling with the Hebrew tradition regarding 
the relationship between Jewish and gentile peoples as it had been passed down to them; 
and Peter encountered a new vision that reshaped the existing tradition for their new 
context. The dream revealed to Peter that even though Hebrew tradition and scriptures 
prescribed certain dietary laws, God was now declaring that previously forbidden foods 
were clean (Acts 10:11-16). Upon awakening, Peter applied this message beyond food, to 
Jewish and Gentile human relationships and, for that reason, visited the Roman Centurion 
Cornelius, who had summoned him. Peter explained his decision: “You yourselves know 
that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or to visit a Gentile; but God has shown me 
that I should not call anyone profane or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without 
objection” (Acts 10:28-29 [NRSV]). Peter’s theological dream and the subsequent 
changes he made in his Jewish practice are examples of the traditioning process in the 
early Christian movements.  
 Aspects of Christian traditions are themselves drawn upon and reimagined as 
churches are transformed. For example, the four marks of the church from the Nicene 
Creed, discussed in Part I, have been incorporated in many different ecumenical settings, 
each interpreting the marks in ways specific to its context. Each new interpretation of the 
four marks can bring a new vision or practice to contemporary ecclesiology, just as I have 
drawn from the Nicene Creed in this project. Another example appears in contemporary 
Christian settings that utilize feminine images of God alongside more masculine ones. In 
these settings, feminine images of God from Hebrew traditions, such as Lady Wisdom, 
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are incorporated into liturgical settings. While these images of God were not prominent in 
patriarchal Christian settings, many churches are resuscitating them and incorporating 
them into their theologies and practices. 
 The precedent of the Christian traditioning process itself is one reason to bring 
forward the highland settlements history, and in drawing on the highland settlements, I 
am following a traditioning pattern that has been part of Christian life since the 
beginning. Some might argue that drawing on biblical texts and other prominent elements 
from within Christian history, like the Nicene Creed, is not the same as drawing on the 
highland settlements, because ecclesial communities have been drawing on biblical texts 
and creeds for centuries. The continued usage of texts within communities is part of what 
contributes to their sacredness in a given community.  
 In the case of the highland settlements, the evidence that I cite has not been 
incorporated into ecclesial traditioning processes in any prominent way thus far. This fact 
should not be reason to exclude them. As explained below, other new discoveries in the 
last century, like the Nag Hammadi texts, are just beginning to be included in Christian 
traditioning processes. New discoveries can have fresh impact on theology and practices 
and should not be ignored simply because they are recently discovered.  
Reason 5: New Discoveries Invite Fresh Insights 
 The ecclesial traditioning processes typically involves incorporating and 
reinterpreting prominent elements within existing traditions, such as Hebrew scripture 
and the Nicene Creed. However, new discoveries can also invite fresh insights, dialogue, 
and theological reflection and provide richer texture and perspectives on the past and 
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present. The fact that they are new discoveries is the fifth reason for drawing on the 
highland settlements. This reason is closely related to the fourth reason above, but I 
differentiate it because the traditioning process for incorporating new discoveries into the 
life of the church can pose particular challenges. There may be questions about a 
discovery’s relevance, how to incorporate it, or even resistance to it because it is new. 
Reinterpreting prominent sources that already have a place in the life and history of the 
church, like the Nicene Creed, may not raise the same questions or resistance.  
 The highland settlements are a new discovery in relation to the church, because 
the archeological evidence has only been uncovered in the last century. The settlements 
have not yet been incorporated into a Christian traditioning process in any prominent 
way. The incorporation of new discoveries can take time and raise challenges, but this 
moment is timely as churches wrestle with their past and seek a new future. Any new 
information that can deepen reflection and understanding of biblical texts and Israelite 
history can inform churches as they go through change processes or seek to envision the 
future. This section examines the importance of incorporating new historical discoveries, 
like the highland settlement materials, especially when they can shed insight on 
prominent parts of ecclesial traditions like the Bible. 
 While it might not be readily apparent how the highland settlement evidence can 
become part of Christian traditioning processes, one example is instructive. The ancient 
Nag Hammadi texts, which were discovered in 1945 and contain parts of fifty-two 4th and 
5th century texts, are a recent discovery that are beginning to influence the American 
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religious landscape.462 They provide a tangible example of how the highland settlements 
could be incorporated into a Christian traditioning process. In his 2017 dissertation, 
Matthew J. Dillon argued that the Nag Hammadi texts provide new ways of interpreting 
Christian symbols. New interpretations are possible, in part, because these texts provide a 
counter-memory of ancient Christianity that resides outside dominant memories from 
orthodox traditions and sometimes “subvert traditional authority.”463 Dillon explains the 
far-reaching impact of the Nag Hammadi texts in an American-Christian context:  
The impact of the codices has been shown in new conceptions of the Christian canon, 
new ritual practices, revised theological positions from Christian readers and writers, 
and new positions on sexuality, gender, and personhood within the American-
Christian context. In short, the primary impact of the Nag Hammadi Codices in 
America has been shown to be as a new resource for the dialectic of the past with the 
present within Christianity, broadly construed.464 
He concludes that the Nag Hammadi texts are helping “to reimagine the Christian past in 
such a way as it can become meaningful to those living in the present.”465 The Nag 
Hammadi texts open a new vista into the ancient Christian past, and as such are 
impacting Christians in the present. “By investigating the texts from Nag Hammadi,” 
Elaine Pagels explains, “we can see how politics and religion coincide in the 
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development of Christianity.”466 They provide a window into a multiform of 
Christianities that existed in the first and second centuries. These alternative 
Christianities were hidden after a hierarchical orthodoxy, which became very powerful in 
the second and third centuries, railed against alternative beliefs.467 Today, Pagels states, 
people are drawn to the Nag Hammadi texts who find themselves unable to accept 
orthodox theologies that “rest solely on the authority of the Scriptures, the apostles, the 
church… without inquiring how that authority constituted itself, and what, if anything, 
gives it legitimacy.”468 The Nag Hammadi texts “provide a powerful alternative to what 
we know as orthodox Christian tradition.”469 They are prompting theological issues that 
were debated in early Christianity about Christ, the resurrection, and women’s 
participation in leadership, to name only a few.470 Engaging these texts and questions can 
generate fresh perspectives among people within and outside of the church. 
An explicit example of the Nag Hammadi texts inspiring such fresh perspectives 
comes from Hal Taussig, who has taught over two hundred studies in different churches 
of Nag Hammadi texts like the Gospel of Thomas. He discovered through these teachings 
that “many people found their faith deepened and refreshed by studying the 
extracanonical Christian writings,” and were excited and intrigued to learn more about 
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them.471 He also encountered people who want to integrate traditional ideas with the new 
and are searching for “alternative spiritual paths while still holding onto traditions of the 
past.”472 Taussig’s book, A New New Testament: A Reinvented Bible for the 21st Century 
Combining Traditional and Newly Discovered Texts, incorporates ten Nag Hammadi 
texts into the New Testament canon in order to “invite readers on a serious, inspiring, and 
well-informed journey through the very early writings of those in the legacy of Jesus.”473 
In the preface, John Dominic Crossan explains that the Nag Hammadi texts illuminate 
what is within the New Testament by giving readers an awareness that other texts exist 
that are not in the biblical canon: “What you do with that knowledge, and how you judge 
between texts in or out, is a separate issue. But you should know that all gospel versions 
were not taken, that a selection was made, that some were accepted and others rejected. 
And that knowledge is, to repeat, an education, and education is about knowing 
options.”474 The Nag Hammadi texts give people access to what is outside the canon, so 
that they, in turn, can know the Canon better. 
  The highland settlements material functions similarly to the Nag Hammadi texts 
in that it provides an educational counterhistory or counter-memory of ancient Hebrew 
history that is not explicitly found within the biblical canon. As such it can deepen faith 
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and theological reflection because it sheds light on Israelite origins, providing a window 
into patterns of Canaanite settlement and ways of ancient living that are outside the 
Hebrew Bible canon. It should be incorporated into the ongoing Christian traditioning 
processes as it can invite richer theological reflection and questions around Hebrew 
origins.475 In some instances the highland settlements material has already prompted 
ecclesiological praxis and deeper theological reflection as will be explained below. This 
is all the more reason to include it in ecclesiological reflection today. 
Reason 6: Capacity to Question and Inspire 
 Like the Nag Hammadi texts, the highland settlements evidence has prompted 
excitement, inspiration, a desire for additional knowledge, educational approaches, and 
political inspiration when introduced in Christian settings. Some Christians and churches 
have already encountered these materials and have been deeply moved by the information 
they provide. Just as Hal Taussig noticed the excitement generated when he taught the 
Nag Hammadi studies, several biblical scholars have observed similar phenomena when 
people learn about the highland settlements evidence. Biblical scholar Avers Jobling put 
a name to the profound reactions he witnessed when people encountered these materials 
for the first time. He called it a “Tribes moment,” referring to Norman Gottwald’s Tribes 
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of Yahweh.476 He also noted that people learning about, and believing in, an “egalitarian 
Israel [is] integrally linked with a nascent liberative praxis.”477  
 Norman Gottwald has observed that one of the biggest surprises in writing Tribes 
was how many people outside of academic circles read the work, including clergy, lay 
intellectuals and social justice activists around the world.478 Gottwald describes of some 
of these readers below:  
There is the Catholic nun in Columbia who made flip charts of Tribes for Bible 
instruction and reported that ‘even quiet people spoke up’ when she used them. There 
is the Afro-American [sic] layman in New Jersey who taught some of the main points 
of Tribes to a class of formerly unruly Junior High kids who were spellbound. There 
is the graduate student in a seminar on Tribes who wrote me a thank-you note that 
said, ‘It was satisfying to have a historical reconstruction well explained that I 
actually desire to have existed: an “elsewhere” that I like!479 
Gottwald has also discussed how Tribes has influenced political activists in the US, 
Korea, the Philippines, South Africa, and Latin America. For example, he cited a letter he 
received from a Korean biblical scholar who was imprisoned as a political dissident and 
had a copy of Tribes that he began to understand in prison.480 He also recounts that 
several South African graduate students in theology took a copy of Tribes as ‘holy book’ 
into prison along with a Bible. Gottwald explains, “the student reported that the prisoners 
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shared the book by passing it around from cell to cell so that all who wished could get a 
chance at reading it.”481 These are a few examples of how Gottwald’s liberative vision of 
the history of the Israelite highland settlements has impacted readers living in various 
social conditions. These stories attest to how interpretations of the highland settlements 
materials can inspire people engaged in justice issues around the globe. 
 I have found, anecdotally, that when I share research on the highland settlements 
with people across differing Christian theological perspectives, they too have been 
captivated by the story. For example, I shared research with my fundamentalist, Bible-
reading mom, my evangelical pastor-uncle, progressive mainline pastors, and spiritual 
but not religious friends, and all reported similar experiences. They say things like: How 
have I not learned this before? Where do I find out more? Why aren’t churches talking 
about this? These are the same questions I asked during my own ‘Tribes moment,’ when 
I first read Gottwald and other texts.482 My own anecdotes, along with Gottwald and 
Jobling’s stories, suggest that highland settlements research captures the imagination of 
people across a broad swath of social and religious locations. This is a promising 
phenomenon, similar to what Hal Taussig experienced when he taught the Nag Hammadi 
texts to lay audiences in churches. The responses indicate that the highland settlements 
history may inspire questions and ideas that can potentially shape religious imagination 
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and liberative praxis. The inspirational capacity of these discoveries is yet another reason 
for their significance for ecclesiology.  
 Despite positive reactions to highland settlements research, both Gottwald and 
Jobling caution against the idolization of an egalitarian interpretation of ancient Israel as 
presented in Tribes, since it has evoked critiques since its publication. Gottwald warns 
against idolizing or canonizing Tribes without an awareness of its “errors and 
shortcomings.”483 Similarly, Jobling encourages people to “see Israelite history and the 
biblical text as sites of conflict and contradiction,” not simply a liberative, egalitarian 
history.484 Nevertheless, Jobling sees the importance of people connecting a vision of 
egalitarian Israel with liberative praxis. He even states that he does not “set them right” 
when he witnesses people doing this.485 Jobling explains his response by asking: Why 
discourage people’s interpretations of ancient Israel just because they are not as nuanced 
as scholars, if their interpretations are prompting liberative praxis? Jobling himself argues 
that, while biblical studies has complicated the idea of a simplistic understanding of 
Israelite history as egalitarian, an “egalitarian presence” does appear in biblical texts.486 
Similarly, Gottwald contends that even though the egalitarian vision of ancient Israel he 
put forward in Tribes is a far more complex social reality, something akin to the utopic 
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occurred in ancient Israel. He names this phenomenon the day of justice, referring to 
Derrida’s idea of the utopic: 
It is my conclusion that such an elsewhere, such a day of justice was approximated in 
ancient Israel, whatever the social organizational label we give it . . . . This can be 
grasped without treasuring it romantically as an ideal golden age. In Israel’s tribal 
society, the standard of living was low, the culture options minimal, the internecine 
bickering and bloodshed considerable.487 
Despite the harsh realities of life in an Iron Age I community, however, Gottwald 
believes that this history should be drawn upon to raise questions for today. As such, the 
highland settlements can be:  
a resource for asking and answering what peace and justice require of us in a situation 
of technological and social complexity with outmoded political organization overrun 
by the juggernaut of economic globalization. Because [utopic] elsewhere[s] and days 
of justice have existed in our past, they are not idle dreams but open-ended historical 
possibilities.488 
While the highland settlements materials should not be idolized as a lost golden age, the 
archeological evidence, like pottery and the foundations of buildings and settlements, can 
nevertheless prompt questions that inspire imagination and actions today. It also has 
relevance for ecclesiology, as Gottwald observes. He states that people are already 
linking a utopic vision of ancient Israel with ecclesial and secular communities now. 
Such claims are “not because early Israel was the only such [utopic] moment but because 
it is lodged in the tradition and memory of three major religions with followers that draw 
on the biblical traditions.”489 It is “not a rootless utopia,” he adds, but a part of our 
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history.490 Gottwald’s explanation helps to explain why I immediately connected this 
history to contemporary ecclesiology. Because of my background in *feminist theology, I 
was drawn to the utopic quality of the highland settlements and to what it might mean for 
inspiring liberative praxis today.  
  Examining how the highland settlements research prompts a utopic imagination in 
present ecclesial contexts is a practical theological concern, and it reveals how this 
research can impact ecclesiology. Indeed, Gottwald raises a practical ecclesiological 
question: “Why and how do we link this early Israelite [historical evidence] . . .  with 
ecclesial and secular communities that seek the day of justice here and now?” 491 He 
reflects that it is easier to answer why than how. He speculates that the reason we link the 
highland settlements with contemporary communities is because early Israel is “lodged in 
the tradition and memory of three major religions with followers who draw on the 
biblical traditions.”492 He does not speculate, however, on how we might link these 
ancient communities with contemporary ecclesial and secular communities. Since the 
disciplines of biblical studies and practical theology have very different methods and 
aims, it is not surprising that Gottwald and other biblical scholars have not taken up the 
how question that Gottwald raises—it is a practical theological concern. Moreover, how 
such historical work can be transformative for today is uniquely suited to a *feminist 
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project such as this, since a rich strand in *feminist discourse explores how liberative and 
even utopic historical narratives can help to transform the present. 
Conclusion 
 Six rationales presented in this chapter, provide reasons why highland settlements 
research is promising for *feminist ecclesiology. The rationales are: building on 
*feminist historical ecclesiological work; threads of connection between highland 
settlements and Hebrew scriptures; Christian imaginary shaped by Hebrew tradition; 
traditioning process; new discoveries invite fresh insights; and capacity to question and 
inspire. While incorporating archeological research in ecclesiology may seem 
untraditional and even irrelevant at first glance, closer examination reveals that the 
highland settlements history is not only relevant, but also might prompt dramatic 
imagination, which churches need to move beyond their current praxis. In this cultural 
moment, many people and institutions are beginning to deal more deeply with their racist 
and colonial histories. The highland settlements research brings forward a counterhistory 
that can challenge those problematic visions of history that have supported imperialistic, 
racist, and genocidal Christian imaginaries. The settlements can prompt ecclesial 
communities to face their own pasts, reconsider and reimagine biblical histories, and 
rethink what it means to be church. The time is ripe for the Christian church to engage 
with the highland settlements in its traditioning process and for the church to have a 








STUDY OF THE IRON AGE I HEBREW HIGHLAND SETTLEMENTS 
 Having established the rationale for, and potential of, highland settlements 
research for *feminist ecclesiology, I now turn to a review of scholarship concerning Iron 
Age I Hebrew highland settlements, including archaeological evidence and textual 
studies. My investigation is informed by: the cultural and ecological context of the Late 
Bronze Age in Canaan; and the highland settlement patterns and practices that emerged 
during the early Iron Age in response to those conditions. I also consider the ways that 
highland settlements discoveries both contradict and resonate with certain biblical texts. 
The chapter concludes with prominent interpretive frameworks that biblical scholars have 
proposed to understand this information.  
 Until the early nineteenth century, the Bible was the primary source for 
information about how the ancient Israelites came to live in the land of Canaan. However 
archeological findings, like the discovery of Iron Age I pottery and building foundations, 
made possible the discovery of the Hebrew highland settlements, which provide an 
alternative understanding of early Israel’s history that both converge with and contradict 
the biblical accounts of Israelite history in Joshua and Judges. Archeologist Mario 
Liverani labels these two different histories the “invented and exceptional history,” which 






refers to history as best we are able to reconstruct it based on archeological evidence.493 
Archeologist Carol Meyers refers to these different histories from women’s perspectives 
as: 1) the history of the “biblical woman”—that is, the portrayals of women that appear in 
biblical narratives, which she argues are largely symbolic (e.g., the character Eve);494 and 
2) the history of ordinary “Israelite women” (“Everywoman Eve”) revealed by 
archeological evidence.”495 By juxtaposing biblical history and archeological evidence, 
Liverani and Meyers draw attention to the historiographic or symbolic nature of the 
histories of Israel in the biblical narratives, which were shaped by biblical authors. 
Biblical histories do not just report what happened in a news reporting sense. Rather, 
Liverani explains, they recount history in ways that aim to shape culture and bind the 
people: “While the real but normal history had no more than a local interest, the invented 
and exceptional one became the basis for the foundation of a nation (Israel) and of a 
religion (Judaism) that would have an influence on the subsequent history of the whole 
world.”496 As such, biblical histories can be read with attention not only to the surface 
details of the texts, but also with attention to the contexts and aims of their authors and 
editors.  
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 Archeological artifacts, by contrast, can shed light on aspects of what actually 
occurred in particular places and times. For that reason, they can be more reliable than 
historiographical narratives. For example, shards of pottery, tools, stone walls, structural 
foundations, cultic relics, and burial sites provide details about life in those places and 
times and provide clues about the people who lived there and then. For this reason, 
Liverani and Meyers refer to archeological history as “real history” or the history of 
“Everywoman Eve.” Archeology cannot provide an embellished history, as 
historiographical narratives sometimes do. Written texts can misrepresent the past in a 
way that pottery shards do not. This is not to say that archeological evidence is neutral, 
providing only facts. It too must be interpreted, or storied, by archeologists; and this 
process is never neutral. Just as written history can be shaped to reflect the interests of its 
authors and editors, archeological evidence can be interpreted in ways that reflect the 
interests and ideologies of its interpreters.  
 Archeological evidence is able to do some things that ancient texts simply cannot 
do. It can tell us whether certain places were, or were not, inhabited during certain time 
periods; and the discovery of habitation and its cultural artifacts can reveal something 
about the identity of the inhabitants. Iron Age I artifacts can both enhance, and challenge, 
presentations of ancient Israelite history that appear in the Bible. They reveal places of 
congruence and contradiction between biblical texts and the archeological record. As I 






what is inside the Canon.497 [<<Cade this reference is from the dissertation, where the 
chapter containing six rationales for highland settlements was located before this chapter 
on highland settlements research. I am not sure whether it makes more sense to place that 
chapter before or after this one.] 
 Most Christians have some familiarity with the so-called “invented history”—
biblical stories about the origins of the Hebrew people: Abraham migrating to Canaan 
(Genesis 12—26); the Exodus from Egypt (Exodus 1—15); and the Israelite conquest of 
the promised land (Joshua 1—11). However, Christians generally lack familiarity with 
the archeological data and the so-called “real history” it tells. The archaeological history 
can, I believe, contribute to a new imagination for the church today. Thus, I offer a case 
study of the archeological evidence of highland settlements. Over the next several 
sections, this chapter will bring forward archeological evidence that shapes the “real 
history” of the origins of the Hebrew people. I will analyze this evidence in Chapter 8 
from a practical theological perspective, considering its potential to prompt 
ecclesiological imagination and praxis.  
Iron Age I Highland Settlements: An Archeological Study 
 Archeological research has uncovered evidence that interpreters can use to 
construct a portrait of the Late Bronze Age and early Iron Age, a time period filled with 
economic disparity, oppression, social unrest, and eventual collapse. Within this social 
 
497 Taussig A New New Testament, xi. In the case of the highland settlements, it is not another text outside 







context, the ‘proto Israelites’ or Hebrew people emerge onto this historical scene. Who 
were these people? And where did they come from? 498 These questions have been 
explored by a variety of scholars over centuries of research.499 As discussed above, the 
Bible tells stories of the Hebrew people that explain who they were and how they came to 
reside in the land of Canaan. This section expands those historical portraits with 
archeological evidence.  
 To conduct the study, I gathered archeological and biblical studies research on the 
Iron Age I Hebrew highland settlements. I organized these scholarly resources based on 
their research approaches and focus. Some research provides evidence about the cultural 
and ecological context of the highland settlements. This is primarily archeological 
research that brings forward the artefactual remains of the highland settlements and other 
evidence like pollen samples from the bottom of the sea of Galilee. This archeological 
research often provides an analysis of what these artifacts can teach about this time 
period and the highland settlements. The second category of research contains both 
biblical scholarship and archeological research that examines biblical texts in light of the 
archeological evidence to understand what these sources can teach us about ancient 
Israelite history. I name this research: Interpretation of Archeological Evidence. 
 
498 This question is drawn from the title of William Dever’s book that explores this topic: Dever, Who Were 
the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From? 
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McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of Ancient Israel; Meyers, Discovering Eve; Avraham Faust, Israel’s 
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 In the first section, I review the first category of research that contributes to 
understanding the cultural and ecological context of ancient Canaan that led to the new 
highland settlement pattern. In the section that follows, I present both biblical scholarship 
and archeological literatures that interpret the highland settlement archeological evidence 
in light of biblical texts and what the archeological evidence can teach us about the early 
Hebrew people. This section will examine how biblical scholars and archeologists make 
sense of the identity, technology, and cultural practices of the highland settlers. 
Cultural and Ecological Context of the Late Bronze Age in Canaan 
 What were the social, economic, and ecological contexts of ancient Canaan 
during the Late Bronze Age, and how did these contexts shape the Iron Age I Hebrew 
highland settlements? Scholars identify specific pressures in the Late Bronze Age that 
necessitated a new settlement pattern.  
Social Inequality and Unrest  
 
 During the late Bronze Age (1350-1250 BCE), Egypt controlled Canaan, ruling 
through a series of loyal city-states located mostly within its fertile, flat plains.500 Local 
client-kings ruled these city-states and were loyal to Egypt. They likely paid some sort of 
annual tribute or tax, which created an economic burden “since the goods they handed 
over were no longer available to cover their own needs.”501 In return, the local kings 
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expected to receive military support from Egypt to deal with local enemies and to receive 
grain if supplies ran short.502 According to Mario Liverani, the Late Bronze age period 
was filled with “strong socioeconomic tensions” created by a stratified social system that 
led to resource disparities between the urban palace groups and the rural population of 
local farmers and pastoralists.503 William Dever points to archeological finds that reveal 
“an unprecedented elite class,” which owned a proliferation of palaces, imported luxury 
goods, art, writing, and rich tombs, all of which “document a wealthy, cosmopolitan 
ruling class.”504 In contrast to the lifestyle of the elite class, around eighty percent of the 
population lived in villages, grew their own food, and required land for flocks of sheep 
and goats.505 As Liverani explains, wealth inequality created socioeconomic tensions in 
the region; and rural populations became heavily indebted to the urban aristocracy. 
Indeed, farmers often needed to trade material possessions, and even enslave family 
members, to repay their debts.506 As a last resort, farmers would either flee to 
geographically fringe areas or be forced to sell themselves into slavery.507   
 
502 Liverani, Israel’s History and the History of Israel, 15; McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of Ancient 
Israel, 45. This system of support from Egypt is attested to in the Amarna letters. See for example (LA 154 
= EA 85). 
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 In geographically remote places, away from city-state rule, groups of shepherds, 
local clans, escaped slaves, and others who had left urban settings converged and 
coexisted. According to Liverani, “some such persons, uprooted from their social context 
and resettled elsewhere, were called habiru.”508 The word habiru (or hapiru depending 
on the transliteration) began to appear in numerous sources during the second millennium 
BCE.509 Ann E. Killebrew explains that in Sumerian, Akkadian, Egyptian and other 
ancient Near Eastern texts, “hapiru are described as rebels, raiders, soldiers, mercenaries, 
slaves, outlaws, vagrants, or individuals on the margins of society.”510 Most significant of 
these ancient texts are the Amarna letters, a collection of letters from 1360–1330 BCE, 
which were found in Egypt and contain the written correspondence of Canaanite kings 
who requested assistance from the Pharaoh on local matters.511 The Amarna letters 
provide a glimpse into the socioeconomic conditions of these Canaanite cities during the 
Middle to Late Bronze Ages. The letters show Canaanite kings appealing for help with 
 
508 Liverani, Israel’s History and the History of Israel, 27. Other articles exploring the term habiru: 
Matthew Akers, “What’s in a Name?: An Examination of the Usage of the Term ‘Hebrew’ in the Old 
Testament,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 55, no. 4 (December 2012): 685-96; Ann E. 
Killebrew, “Hybridity, Hapiru, and the Archaeology of Ethnicity in Second Millennium BCE Western 
Asia,” in A Companion to Ethnicity in the Ancient Mediterranean, ed. Jeremy McInerney (Hoboken, US: 
John Wiley & Sons, Inc, 2014), 142-57. 
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Hapiru or ‘apiru are other common English transliterations of the term; in cuneiform, the word is SA.GAZ. 
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what they perceived as traitorous kings or the destructive habiru. Egypt did not often 
intervene in these situations unless land was threatened, because the Pharaoh’s main 
concern was maintaining control in the region.512 According to Liverani, the meaning of 
term habiru changed during the Amarna period:  
Amarna letters contain many denunciations of the turbulent activities of the habiru by 
local kings, and the term soon lost it technical meaning of ‘fugitive’ to become a 
synonym of ‘enemy,’ in the sense of ‘outlaw,’ ‘rebel against legitimate authority.’ In 
some cases, even kings and members of the ruling class were called habiru if they 
were forced to leave their position and flee: this proves the depreciation in the value 
of the term.513 
Some scholars hypothesize that this term eventually morphed into the word “Hebrew” 
which will be discussed in the sections below.514 
 In summary, the Amarna letters show that the Late Bronze Age in Canaan was 
filled with social turmoil, unrest, competition and complaint between rival city-states. 
This unrest reached a pinnacle around 1250–1100 BCE when, according to archeological 
evidence, the dominant Bronze Age civilizations suffered a major collapse, and Egyptian 
imperial control of the area began to wane.515 Yet climate change also contributed to this 
collapse. 
Late Bronze Age Climate Change 
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 In addition to social unrest, a dramatic climate change was a likely precipitating 
factor in the collapse of the Late Bronze Age civilization.516 The climate change was 
discovered by newer research methods of archaeobotanists, which involves drilling 
sediment cores from the bottom of the Sea of Galilee and other lakes in order to study 
fossilized pollen trapped in the sediments. Through this process, archaeobotanists found 
definitive evidence of a severe climate change that occurred at the end of the Bronze Age 
around the Mediterranean.517 This change was caused by a warming period that melted 
several ice sheets in Greenland, which in turn shifted weather patterns around the 
Mediterranean, triggering colder winters and a severe drought (100mm less rainfall a 
year) across the Canaanite region for nearly a century.518 Daphna Langgut explains the 
effects on the region: “The results indicate that the driest event throughout the Bronze 
and Iron Ages occurred 1250–1100 BCE—at the end of the Late Bronze Age . . . In the 
 
516 Dafna Langgut, Israel Finkelstein, and Thomas Litt, “Climate and the Late Bronze Collapse: New 
Evidence from the Southern Levant,” Tel Aviv 40, no. 2 (November 2013): 149–75; Israel Finkelstein and 
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Levant the crisis years are represented by destruction of a large number of urban centres, 
shrinkage of other major sites, hoarding activities and changes in settlement patterns.”519  
 The catastrophic climate shift affected peoples across the Mediterranean and 
caused mass migrations as people searched for better areas to cultivate food. For 
example, during this time, Egyptian texts refer to “sea peoples” arriving in the region 
from across the Mediterranean and assaulting Egyptian-controlled cities for supplies.520 
According to Langgut, this event is illustrated in well-known “accounts of the 
confrontation between Ramesses III and the Sea Peoples in the dramatic letters found in 
Ugarit that describe sea-born raids on settlements along the Mediterranean.”521 Under 
these hostile conditions, Egyptian control of Canaan declined. As Liverani observes, “the 
whole political system of the Late Bronze Age in the eastern Mediterranean collapsed 
under the assaults of the invaders.”522 The multi-factors of climate change, mass 
migration, and hostile invasions contributed to the destabilization and eventual 
breakdown of the existing Late Bronze age civilizations: “The long-term climatic 
changes influenced the stability of the organized kingdoms in the region and led to 
systemic collapse of the previously well-integrated complex societies in the eastern 
Mediterranean, depopulation of large areas, urban abandonments and long-distance 
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migration.”523 The extreme weather changes and resulting social upheaval led to a 
tumultuous and traumatic time period. As Dever explains, this period of upheaval and 
collapse created a turbulent chain of events and much human suffering: “[I]t was not just 
sites that were destroyed . . . it was people, their lives lost or shattered. Thousands might 
have been slaughtered, thousands of others made refugees, homeless. The bitter hostility 
of the writers of the Hebrew Bible, although centuries later, is understandable and 
probably preserved authentic historical memories.”524 
From this difficult context of socioeconomic disparity, climate change, hostile 
invasions, and societal collapse, a new settlement pattern developed within the highland 
regions of Canaan. These settlements appear to have marked the emergence of the ‘proto-
Israelite’ peoples. 
Interpretation of Archeological Evidence 
 Simultaneous to dramatic climate change and the breakdown of the Egyptian-
controlled Canaanite city-states, a new settlement pattern began to emerge around 1200 
BCE (the beginning of Iron Age I) in the remote highland regions of Canaan.525 Most of 
these settlements were located in previously uninhabited areas, as Volkeman Fritz 
explains: “[t]he old city centers were usually avoided . . . the new settlements were 
 
523 Langgut, Finkelstein, and Litt, “Climate and the Late Bronze Collapse,” 150. See also the table on page 
167 that illustrates how these multi-factors effected the entire Mediterranean region. 
 
524 Dever, Beyond the Texts, 105. 
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predominantly in the mountains and on the margins.”526 These locations were very often 
in close proximity to the cities and fertile plains, but they were remote because of 
difficult rocky and hilly topography. Some villages were also located in “regions of dense 
forestation or arid climate and thus were far outside the sphere of influence of the city 
centers.”527 After 1200 BCE, Fritz explains, the number of settlement sites increased 
fivefold: “In contrast to the limited number of city centers in the Late Bronze Age, the 
land was covered with a tight network of villages in the Early Iron Age.”528 Most scholars 
agree that these highland settlements mark the beginning of what would later become the 
Hebrew or Israelite people (in Iron Age II); hence they often refer to them as “proto-
Israelite.”529 As Liverani points out, however, referring to these sites as “proto-Israelite” 
does not mean that the settlers had a self-conscious Israelite identity—this identity would 
not develop until Iron Age II and the monarchic periods.530 Rather, the term proto-
Israelite demarks an ongoing process of the development of a new ethnic 
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consciousness.531 If these earliest settlers did not have an Israelite identity, then who were 
they?  
 
Who Were the Highland Settlers? 
 
 Archeological artifacts from settlement excavations do not always indicate the 
inhabitants’ cultural and ethnic identities.532 Nevertheless, material artifacts can provide 
clues that help determine the cultural characteristics of the population. In the case of the 
highland settlements, these artifacts exhibit significant cultural similarities to the 
Canaanite city-states, particularly in pottery styles and cultic elements, like a bull-statue 
found at one of the highland sites.533 Because of these similarities, a large portion of the 
settlers were likely indigenous Canaanites, who slowly developed a new cultural pattern 
during the Iron Age I settlement period.534 Due to an extensive population growth in a 
relatively short timeframe, however, not all of the population can be attributed fully to 
indigenous Canaanites and natural birthrates.535 
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 Scholars hypothesize that the population consisted of a “motley crew” of diverse 
settlers from around the region, who developed a new pattern of living in the highlands 
after the collapse of the Bronze Age power-centers.536 Ann E. Killebrew details the 
complexity of those who constituted this diverse population, likely including: “rural 
Canaanite population, displaced peasants and pastoralists, and lawless hapiru, as well as 
semi-nomadic tribes such as the Shasu . . . . Fugitive or runaway Semitic slaves from 
New Kingdom Egypt, a memory of which could be reflected in the exodus account, may 
have joined this “mixed multitude.”537 Killebrew further explains that the “porous 
borders” of these small, kin-based groups allowed external groups to join them.538 
Eventually, during Iron Age II, this diverse conglomeration of settlers contributed to the 
ethnogenesis of what would later become known as Israel.539 
 
Connections Between Habiru and Hebrew 
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 As noted above, some scholars posit a connection between the word habiru, and 
the phonetically similar Hebrew.540 Some scholars argue that the later term Hebrew refers 
to an ethnic group connected to the nation known as Israel, which evolved from the 
habiru, who were the social outsiders comprising part of the settler population in the 
highlands. In his essay “What’s in a Name? An Examination of the Usage of the Term 
“Hebrew” in the Old Testament,” Matthew Akers presents a comprehensive history of the 
term habiru, discussing many of the sources where it is used. The term appears in over 
two hundred and ten texts dated from 2500 BCE to 1200 BCE and from places such as 
Nuzi, Bablyonia, Egypt, Sumer and Arabia, to name only a few.541 Akers argues: 
“Evidence abounds that the Hebrews and Habiru are related somehow. Perhaps the 
strongest evidence lies in the words themselves. The consonants that form the words 
“Hebrew” and Habiru are both hbr, rendering the words ‘etymologically identical.’”542 In 
his view, these terms were etymologically connected and habiru eventually became 
synonymous with the Hebrew people who descended from Abraham.543 Not all scholars 
agree with this connection, however. Anson Rainey refutes any connection between the 
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two terms, because habiru is a social class, whereas Hebrew is an ethnicon; indeed, he 
regards connecting the two as an example of a certain naiveté among scholars.544  
Some scholars have addressed the contrasting meanings of the two terms directly. 
Liverani, like Akers, states that the word habiru clearly had “an etymological and 
semantic connection with most ancient attestations of the term ‘Hebrew’ (’ibrî) before it 
assumed an ethnic connotation.”545 Similarly, Ann Killebrew argues that it is quite 
plausible that an evolution of the term habiru occurred, in which it shifted from a social 
class designator to an ethnic identifier (that is from habiru to Hebrew).546 She explains 
that ethnicity and social identity are evolving “fluid, contextual, and constructed” 
processes.547 Neither ethnicity nor language are fixed; because they evolve over time, an 
evolution of the term from habiru to Hebrew would not be unusual. 
 Taken as a whole, the evidence suggests that these early settlers were from 
various backgrounds, cultures, and ethnicities. Because the remote geography of the 
highlands was not directly under the control of the city-state urban centers, the highland 
settlers were able to develop a new settlement pattern that differed from the Late Bronze 
Age urban system that was collapsing. The settlement pattern was likely a response to 
both oppressive socioeconomic conditions and climate changes that led to mass 
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migrations. Over time, common cultural practices emerged across these proto-Israelite 
settlements; and common identity and ethnicity began to form that eventually became the 
nation of Israel. In the next section, I focus on developments that emerged in the culture-
building process, especially technological and cultural innovations. 
Technological and Cultural Innovations 
 
 Several key features of these highland settlements distinguish them as new 
cultural expressions from the Late Bronze Age Canaanite city-state culture. First, they are 
rural agricultural and pastoral settlements as opposed to urban. To be successful agro-
pastoralists, the people needed to deal with the difficult rocky terrain and drier climate. 
They did this by employing several recent technological innovations on a broad scale, 
such as terraced agriculture and chalked-lined cisterns. These technologies enabled the 
settlers to cultivate and inhabit the settlements year-round.548 Building large terraces 
backfilled with soil allowed them to grow crops in steep, rocky terrain; hewing out chalk-
lined cisterns permitted them to preserve water for use during long dry periods.549 Neither 
of these technologies were invented by the settlers; both developed before the Iron Age. 
Nevertheless, the broad employment of these technologies throughout the settlements 
was novel. As William Dever observes, “[i]t is the intensification of the terrace system, 
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and its deployment for sustained agricultural economy that is dependent on it, that is new 
in Iron I.”550 These “strategies were being developed,” Paula McNutt explains, “for 
making the marginal zones in which the villages were situated economically viable by 
opening up new areas to agriculture.”551 The technologies converted otherwise untamable 
lands to arable soil. 
 Another distinguishing innovation of these settlements was the architectural style 
of the homes, called the pillared-house or Hebrew house. Although this house form 
existed at a few other sites in the Late Bronze age, Dever notes, “the full development of 
this house form and its ubiquitous adaptation in rural villages is new—and it reflects a 
shift from urban to rural lifestyles.”552 These farmhouses appeared in nearly all of the 
settlements. Mario Liverani describes the basic design of a typical Hebrew house. Each 
home had four rooms: “one running across the whole width at the rear, probably with an 
upper floor for bedrooms, and three parallel rooms length wise, separated by two sets of 
pillars and used as working areas (and maybe a stable). The central room was 
unroofed.”553 He further explains that these homes typically accommodated a nuclear 
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family of five to seven people.554 The Harvard Semitic Museum has a model of a Hebrew 
house: 
 
Hebrew House from the Harvard Museum of the Ancient Near East 555 
A settlement often had several of these homes built in a circular or horseshoe pattern, 
with the exterior walls serving as a sort of wall to keep out intruders and wildlife, and to 
keep the domestic animals corralled: “The organization into an enclosed oval is clearly 
functionally determined, since it enabled the accommodation of animals as well as 
serving a certain protective function against attacks.”556 Some scholars believe that this 
circular layout follows a pattern similar to what Bedouin peoples use to arrange their 
tents, suggesting that some of the highland setters might have been Bedouins who 
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sedentarized in the Iron Age I resettlement pattern.557 The villages were otherwise 
unfortified. Below is a sketch of one such village layout:558 
559 
need permission or may not use image] Each of the small rectangles in the circular shape 
at the right-hand corner of the drawing represents one pillar-house. A settlement this size 
would have consisted of around twenty families. During Iron Age I, the proliferation of 
these small settlement villages was extensive, and more than two hundred and fifty 
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settlement sites have been identified.560 Along with the Hebrew home design and village 
layout, however, other unique elements set the highland settlements apart from Late 
Bronze age cultural patterns. Another aspect is the adoption of what some scholars have 
called “democratizing technologies.”  
Democratizing Technologies 
 
 Some of the technological innovations evidenced in the highland settlement 
archeological materials had a “democratizing” effect, Mario Liverani observes, because 
they enabled these small villages to maintain relative independence from the urban 
centers.561 During the Bronze Age, bronze was the dominant form of metal-work. The 
creation of bronze tools required long-distance trade and extensive palace workshops 
because bronze is difficult to work with and expensive to procure. The development of 
iron-working made metal tools more easily available to those outside of the palace 
systems, because iron is easier to work with and requires simpler tools than bronze-
working.562 Liverani states that the socioeconomic collapse at the end of the Bronze Age 
led to the spread of iron-working because itinerant blacksmiths could travel around 
producing tools “without need of a palace workshop.”563 In addition, sources of iron were 
spread across the area and more readily available which eliminated the need for “long-
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distance, organized trade.”564 William Dever explains that several Iron I villages show 
evidence of metal-working and they would have been able to produce the utilitarian tools 
needed for agriculture and herding such as “plow points, knives, goads, and sometimes a 
steel pick.”565 Ease of use and wide availability led to “more local diffusion and wider 
accessibility” of metal tools, which differed from the Bronze Age where metal tools were 
accessible only to socio-economic elite classes.566 
 Similarly, the dominant form of writing in the Bronze Age was Babylonian 
cuneiform, which required an extensive and expensive education and was only accessible 
to elites.567 The written alphabet, by contrast, was accessible to much broader groups; and 
after the Late Bronze Age collapse, it began to spread broadly along trade routes in the 
Mediterranean and Near East.568 Evidence suggests that the Hebrew people began to 
develop their own alphabet for Hebrew, part of the Northwest Semitic family of 
languages that also included Aramaic, Ugaritic, and Phoenician.569 The early Hebrew 
people seem to have developed this alphabet during Iron Age I, even though it would not 
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become more prevalent until Iron Age II.570 The earliest Hebrew inscription, an ostracon 
that contains an abecedary that dates to the 11th century, is an important piece of evidence 
that attests to the early literacy during the Iron I period.571 
 Innovations in iron-working and the alphabet enabled a “general tendency of the 
[Iron Age I] period to empower villages and tribes against the overwhelming supremacy 
of the palace.”572 They also helped new sociopolitical groups, like the highland 
settlements, to develop outside of traditional palace power structures when the Late 
Bronze Age power centers broke down. As Liverani explains, “[t]he [Late Bronze Age] 
cultural crisis, the emergence of new sociopolitical groups and the new economic 
opportunities encouraged the adoption of new techniques. And, vice versa, the adoption 
of these new techniques enabled the creation of a new territorial social order.”573 Iron-
working made the highland settlements less dependent on elite palace systems for much 
needed metal tools. The written alphabet enabled the highlands settlements to record their 
own texts, law codes, and stories, which contributed to the development of their ethnic 
identity and culture.  
 In addition to democratizing tools, some groups, including the highland settlers, 
also developed a social system that was less hierarchical and oppressive than the elite 
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palace systems, creating what some call an egalitarian ethos.574 Several decades ago, 
scholars like George Mendenhall and Norman Gottwald argued that the highland 
settlement egalitarian ethos arose from the Israelite religion.575 Today, however, scholars 
(including Gottwald) argue that other sociocultural factors played a role in the formation 
of an egalitarian ethos.  
 Some scholars question the accuracy of naming the social structure of the 
highland settlements as egalitarian. Carol Meyers questions the use of the term 
egalitarian as a descriptor of the ancient Israelite ethos, because egalitarianism implies an 
anachronistic sense of equality that did not exist in the Iron Age.576 She suggests that the 
term heterarchy is a better descriptor, because it refers to a lateral organizational system 
where work and roles are spread out among community members and no steep 
hierarchies exist between men and women.577 Nevertheless, the majority of scholars 
continue to use the term egalitarianism. Although I use that term, I do so with the nuance 
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that Meyers proposes. The entire discussion of democratization leads to other cultural 
questions, such as the role (if any) of religion and ideology in the highland settlements.  
The Religion and Ideology of the Highland Settlements 
 
 A notable characteristic of Iron Age I highland villages is that, unlike Canaanite 
city-states, they did not contain prominent cultic structures or temples. In fact, scholar 
Paula McNutt notes, “[t]here is very little material evidence relating to religious practice 
in Iron Age I highland sites.”578 A. Mazer concurs: “archaeological evidence for Israelite 
cult practices during the settlement period is meager.”579 Rare exceptions are an open-air 
cultic complex at Mt. Ebal, what is known as the “Bull Site,” where a shrine with a bull 
statue was found, and another shrine uncovered in a village area.580 Dever notes that the 
statue found at the “Bull-Site” is almost identical to one unearthed in the Late Bronze 
Age Canaanite city of Hazor. He argues, therefore, that “the old Canaanite belief system 
still prevailed.”581 Dever further states that the sparse evidence points to a carry-over 
from the Late Bronze Canaanite cult: “We now know that Israelite folk or family religion 
(and even organized religion) were [sic] characterized by many of the same older 
Canaanite features from start to finish.”582  
 
578 McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of Ancient Israel, 51. 
 
579 Amaihai Mazor, “The Iron Age I,” in Archaeology in Ancient Israel, ed. Amnon Ben-Tor (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 298. 
 
580 Liverani, Israel’s History and the History of Israel, 58. 
 
581 Dever, Beyond the Texts, 178. 
 







This cultic archeological evidence seems to contradict biblical stories that depict 
the early Israelites as practitioners of a Yahwistic cult. As McNutt observes, 
archeological evidence from this period does not tell “us anything about whether or to 
what extent the worship of the god Yahweh played any part in the processes that occurred 
in the transition from Late Bronze Age to Iron Age I Palestine.”583 The lack of Yahwistic 
evidence leads Mario Liverani to conclude, “the social ferment at the base of the ‘new 
society’ does not seem to exhibit the religious flavor that the later historiography [in the 
Bible] attributes to it . . . unless it was a religious movement opposed to any large-scale 
cultic structure.”584 Similarly, Volkmar Fritz confirms, “[b]ecause of the paucity of 
sources, the theological significance of the era can no longer be ascertained… religious 
practices and convictions remain unknown.”585 What little evidence there is, like the 
“Bull Site,” points towards a continuation of Late Bronze Age Canaanite religion, 
suggesting that an overt form of Yahwism was absent from these early Iron Age I 
highland settlements. 
 Religion is often a source of ideology for groups, but in the case of Iron I 
settlements, evidence directly connected to cultic practice is lacking. Some scholars 
contend that this lack of evidence itself reveals an ideology; in particular, the lack of 
temples and other hierarchical structures and also tombs during the Iron Age I period 
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indicates an egalitarian ethos or ideology. According to Avraham Faust, a lack of 
hierarchical structures signals this underlying ideology: “Religion is an important factor 
that can be used to enhance ethnicity, and the absence of temples could have been used to 
send a message of difference in regard to both Canaanite and Philistine societies. For our 
purposes, the lack of elaborated cult is also of importance for the identification of an 
egalitarian ethos.”586 What Faust suggests is that the lack of monumental religious 
structures may indicate a form of egalitarianism, a way of distinguishing the settlements 
from hierarchical societies that surrounded them. Others, including Paula McNutt, agree. 
McNutt notes that this lack of elaborate structures, which is homogenous throughout the 
Iron Age I highland settlements, “suggests a relative absence of specialized elites, as is 
also indicated by the absence of monumental and public structures.”587 
 As discussed above, central to Norman Gottwald’s arguments in The Tribes of 
Yahweh was that the highland settlements had an egalitarian ethos that was driven by a 
nascent Yahwism. While equating the egalitarianism to Yahwism has been roundly 
refuted, many scholars continue to assert that an egalitarian ethos likely guided the 
societal and material practices of the highland settlements.588 Frank Moore Cross explains 
that “there is a strong anti-Canaanite, Patriarchal-egalitarian, anti-feudal polemic in early 
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Israel, which appears to be authentic, grounded in history. The [egalitarian] theses of 
Mendenhall and Gottwald cannot be wholly dismissed.”589 William Dever argues that 
Gottwald and Mendenhall’s thesis revealed “that a socioeconomic revolution was taking 
place and [they recognized] that the prime movers were part of the indigenous population 
of Canaan.”590 Faust and others have argued that the highland settlements can be “defined 
as a ‘frontier society,’ and such societies are very likely to develop an egalitarian 
ethos.”591 Frontier egalitarian societies can be antagonistic towards the oppressive 
societies from which they came and can have “populist and democratic ideologies” that 
acquire a “quasireligious status.”592 Faust observes that an egalitarian ethos was not 
unique to the highland settlements; it was a feature of other settlements in the ancient 
Near East whose inhabitants had left oppressive hierarchical societies.593 Rather than a 
frontier society, Dever proposes that the settlements be understood as manifestations of 
an “agrarian movement with strong reformist tendencies driven by a new social ideal.” In 
many instances, he adds, “[a]grarianism is about more than land; it is utopian.”594 
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According to Mario Liverani, the “Covenant Code” in Exodus 21—23 has a strong 
“utopian flavor,” which he argues should likely be attributed to an early, pre-monarchic 
Iron Age I period.595  
 The idea that the ancient Israelites practiced some sort of egalitarianism is widely 
accepted, but that this egalitarian social structure was not derived from a unique religious 
(Yahwistic) cult. Rather, the ethos of the highland settlements was likely a response to 
the socioeconomic oppression that frontier settlers had experienced in hierarchical 
Canaanite societies and/or from the invading sea peoples, or Philistines.596 How long did 
this egalitarian, or heterarchical, ethos last in the highland settlements? Scholars argue 
that the highland settlements likely exhibited an egalitarian ethos during its initial phases 
in the Iron Age I period; but as a monarchy and nascent state formed during the Iron Age 
II period, egalitarian praxis began to wane.597  
Anthropologist Victor Turner hypothesizes about changing societal organizing 
patterns, follow a common social pattern in which societies move in a rhythm from 
structure, communitas, to anti-structure.598 Structure represents an established 
institutionalized society that eventually ceases to function well, often because of 
 
595 Liverani, Israel’s History, 67-68. 
 
596 Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis, 95-107. In a section titled, “Israel’s Egalitarian Ethos—Summary of 
Previous Research,” Faust provides an excellent discussion of different scholars’ view on the topic of an 
egalitarian ethos of the highland settlements.  
 
597 Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis, 104-107. 
 







oppressive elements that marginalize some people. When structures become 
dysfunctional, they spawn social movements that move to the margins creating new 
egalitarian communities, what Turner calls communitas. As the cycle progresses and the 
communitas movements become larger and more established, they typically enter into an 
institutional phase that seeks to preserve itself—becoming the next structure—which 
then leads to another iteration of the cycle. Turner’s typology is useful in understanding 
the highland settlements changing societal structure that began by leaving oppressive 
Canaanite cities, then establishing egalitarian and agrarian settlements, and lastly moving 
towards a monarchic state. Using Turner’s typology, the highlands settlements can be 
interpreted as a communitas movement emerging on the fringes of the Late Bronze Age 
structure. By the time of Iron Age II and the rise of the monarchy and Israelite state, they 
have entered into a structured phase.  
 While the highland settlements moved towards a more hierarchal, structured 
phase, the egalitarian ethos of communitas phase was not fully lost and the memory of an 
egalitarian past was preserved, in part, in biblical texts. Because egalitarian traditions 
persist many years after the Iron Age I settlements, Avraham Faust observes, the ethos 
seems to have been important to the Israelite self-identity:599 “Even if all the [biblical] 
textual evidence is no more than ‘propaganda,’ its very existence proves that there was an 
audience for it. Its purpose as a mere justification or an effort to disguise actuality would 
 







still indicate that such a cover-up was needed—that people ‘demanded’ it. This by itself 
indicates that an egalitarian ethos of a sort existed in ancient Israel.” 600 Dever makes a 
similar argument when he argues that the more egalitarian and patrimonial social 
organization of the early settlements is preserved in the Bible: “The later biblical writers 
downplay the sociology of Israel’s beginning, but it is nevertheless evident in the 
theology that they preserved. While some may see their work simply as a later 
rationalization, we may regard it more realistically as part of an authentic folk memory 
(i.e., cultural memory).”601According to these several scholars, even though the biblical 
texts were written well-after the egalitarian communitas phase of the Iron Age I 
settlements, they nevertheless preserved aspects of this earlier time.  
 In sum, scholars widely accept that the highland settlements had some sort of an 
egalitarian or heterarchical social structure, but the structure was not inspired by a unique 
religious (Yahwistic) cult. Using Turner’s typology, the highland settlement ethos can 
likely be attributed to a communitas response to socioeconomic oppression, climate 
change, and the subsequent collapse of the Late Bronze Age civilization. To be sure, an 
egalitarian ethos is not the only ideology attested to in the Bible. Hierarchical and even 
imperial ideologies also pervade many of the biblical texts, standing in stark contrast to 
what archeological evidence reveals about the highlands settlements and the origins of 
the Hebrew people. However, the memory of the highlands settlements is an egalitarian 
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specter that haunts these later hierarchical traditions. In the following section, I examine 
how the archeological evidence summarized in this section aligns with and contradicts 
certain biblical texts. I also discuss four prominent interpretive models of the highland 
settlements materials that biblical scholars and archeologists have advanced.  
The Bible and Archeology: Contradiction and Congruence 
 As discussed above, there are two sources of history for the origins of the Hebrew 
people in Canaan: The Bible; and the archeological record. However, the Bible does not 
present only one history. Rather, it contains multiple histories; and they frequently 
contradict one another. Within these multiple biblical histories are points of contradiction 
and congruence with the archeological evidence of the highland settlements. In this 
section, I briefly survey several of these instances. Although the scope of this work does 
not permit a detailed analysis, I point to different ways in which the Bible speaks of the 
Hebrew people’s origins in Canaan, and how these narratives either contradict or 
complement archeological findings.  
 Prior to Iron Age I archeological research of ancient Canaan, Paula McNutt 
observes that the biblical narratives were the key source of information for the history of 
the ancient Israelites: “The biblical construct in which Israel’s origins are traced back to a 
miraculous liberating event in Egypt and an equally miraculous conquest from outside 






early in the twentieth century.”602 Rather than confirming these biblical histories, 
however, archeological research cast doubts on their historical accuracy. For example, 
archeological evidence shows no evidence of the Exodus from Egypt or of Israelite 
occupation of Late Bronze Age sites mentioned in the Joshua conquest account (e.g., 
Jericho, Ai, and Gibeon (Joshua 2—9). While some signs of destruction are evident at 
these sites, they cannot “be attributed with any confidence to a group of people called 
Israelites, led by an individual hero named Joshua.”603 Donald Reynolds notes that the 
Egyptians maintained control over Canaan during the Late Bronze period when the 
Israelite conquest supposedly occurred.604 Furthermore, Reynolds argues that while some 
cities mentioned in the Bible, like Hormah, Arad, Jericho, and ‘Ai did in fact suffer 
violent destructions, their destruction occurred during the Early Bonze Age and they were 
mostly unoccupied during the Late Bronze Age when the Israelites conquest supposedly 
occurred.605 The archaeological evidence does not support the narrative that an Israelite 
conquest of these cities took place in the Late Bronze Age as the Bible reports. Indeed, 
these cities were not occupied at the time. The lack of evidence of a biblical conquest 
leads Paula McNutt to ask: “Why, if the early Israelites were outsiders who came in and 
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destroyed the Canaanites, there is such strong evidence of cultural continuity with Late 
Bronze Age Canaanite culture?”606  
 In another example, the biblical story of conquest reports that most of the native 
inhabitants of Canaan were killed, and their cities destroyed, because God ordered the 
Israelites to place them under the ḥerem, or ban (Josh. 6:21 [NRSV]). However, several 
passages in Judges contradict this report, acknowledging that the Israelite tribes were 
unable to expel or destroy the indigenous inhabitants and, as a result, settled alongside 
them. These three examples are illustrative:  
The Lord was with Judah, and he took possession of the hill country, but he could not 
drive out the inhabitants of the plain, because they had chariots of iron (Judges 1:19 
[NRSV]). 
But the Benjaminites did not drive out the Jebusites who lived in Jerusalem; so the 
Jebusites have lived in Jerusalem among the Benjaminites to this day (Judges 1:21, 
[NRSV]). 
Manasseh did not drive out the inhabitants of Beth-shean and its villages, or Taanach 
and its villages, or the inhabitants of Dor and its villages, or the inhabitants of Ibleam 
and its villages, or the inhabitants of Megiddo and its villages; but the Canaanites 
continued to live in that land. When Israel grew strong, they put the Canaanites to 
forced labour, but did not in fact drive them out. (Judges 1:27-28, [NRSV]) 
The book of Judges explains why the Canaanites continued in the land even after they 
were supposedly destroyed in the ḥerem of Joshua’s conquest: 
Now the angel of the Lord went up from Gilgal to Bochim, and said, “I brought you 
up from Egypt, and brought you into the land that I had promised to your ancestors. I 
said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you. For your part, do not make a covenant 
with the inhabitants of this land; tear down their altars.’ But you have not obeyed my 
command. See what you have done! So now I say, ‘I will not drive them out before 
 







you; but they shall become adversaries to you, and their gods shall be a snare to you’” 
(Judges 2:1-3, [NRSV]). 
According to this explanation, the Canaanites remained in the land because the Israelites 
did not obey Yahweh’s command to tear down the altars of the Canaanites. 
 Lastly, the book of Judges describes early Israelite culture in ways that coincide 
with archaeological data from the highland settlements. As Paula McNutt explains, 
“archeological material from the Iron Age villages provides an assemblage of material 
culture that seems to agree in some respects with the social conditions implied in Judges 
and Samuel.”607  According to William Dever, the stories about everyday life in Judges 
are filled with details familiar to archeologists.608 Hence, the core of Judges provides 
glimpses into the highland settlements era. For Norman Gottwald, “the biblical traditions 
about pre-state Israel provide ‘glimpses’ and ‘echoes’ of a people among whom social 
power was broadly distributed in local settings.”609  
 As these examples attest, the Bible does not speak consistently about Israel’s 
origins in Canaan. While some archeological data stands in stark contrast with some 
biblical narratives, including the conquest narrative, other texts, as in Judges, are 
strikingly similar. These differing accounts require that biblical scholars synthesize 
archeological evidence with biblical traditions, and they have done so in a variety of 
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ways. Over the last century, four prominent interpretive frames for understanding Israel’s 
origins have sought to resolve tensions between texts and archeology. I discuss these 
frames below. 
Interpretations of Israelite Origins in Canaan 
 Archeological discoveries in the last century have led scholars to develop 
interpretive frameworks for understanding the Israelites’ origins in the land of Canaan. 
These frameworks change as more archeological evidence is discovered and scholars 
with different ideological or religious perspectives interpret the material. Several 
prominent frames of interpretation are: the conquest theory; the peaceful infiltration 
theory; the peasant revolt theory; and the indigenous origins theory.  
Conquest Theory 
 Around the mid-twentieth century, William Fox Albright and his students, J. 
Bright and G. E. Wright, developed what is known as the conquest theory, which “argued 
in favor of the historical soundness of the Joshua account.”610 This approach rested on the 
conviction that the “biblical text was a reliable historical account.”611 To support this 
argument, they drew from minimal evidence that correlated dates of destruction for 
several Bronze Age cites with the dating of the biblical conquest account.612 Until the 
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1960s, archeological evidence from sites such as Bethel, Lachish, and Hazor was 
understood to indicate a late 13th-early 12th centuries destruction.613 Albright attributed 
this to the Israelites, giving the “Bible the benefit of the doubt.”614 However, research 
from the 1960s on began to challenge this interpretation. The development of better 
dating techniques revealed that the destruction of many of these sites can no longer be 
dated to the early Iron Age, as previously thought. These discoveries severely challenged 
the conquest theory as an accurate framework for interpreting the archeological evidence. 
Peaceful Infiltration Theory 
 In contrast to the conquest theory, the peaceful infiltration interpretive 
framework, developed by Albrecht Alt, and supported by Martin Noth and Manfred 
Wieppert, proposed that the highland settlements were created peacefully by the 
sedentarization of pastoral nomads who infiltrated Canaan from the outside.615 Alt used 
sociological ethnographic research of 20th-century Middle Eastern nomads to develop his 
theory. These studies, which showed that many nomads eventually “settled down to 
become peasant farmers or towns people,” led Alt to propose that settling nomads were 
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the Iron Age I highland settlers.616 Israel Finklestein later built on the idea of settling 
nomads by arguing that the circular arrangement of Hebrew houses in the highland 
settlements mimics Bedouin encampments, which also can be arranged in a circular 
pattern to create an outer defense wall.617 
 Like the conquest theory, the peaceful infiltration theory was influenced by the 
Bible, though not in such a literal way as the conquest theory. Moore and Kelle explain 
that “Altian” or peaceful infiltration theory of interpretation do not accept biblical history 
at face value, but find useful historical information in the Bible’s core traditions.618 
According to McNutt, Alt and Noth argued: “Judges 1 is a more reliable rendering of 
events associated with the settlement, and that essentially it [the settlement] consisted of 
the sedentarization of pastoral nomads infiltrating Palestine from outside, who 
intermarried and entered into treaty relationships with the local Canaanite population.”619 
As Dever explains, the ethnographic parallels of 20th century Bedouins with biblical 
stories (like those in Judges) led to the popularity of the peaceful infiltration frame of 
interpretation for several decades (1960s-70s).620 
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 Further research brought challenges to this theory. First, the sociological methods 
used to study the Bedouins in the early 20th century were found to be superficial and 
heavily influenced by colonial European misconceptions of the Middle East.621 Second, 
there were far more people inhabiting the Iron Age I settlements than there were nomads 
in the region, so the settlers could not all have been sedentarized nomads.622And third, 
many cultural items in the settlements were Canaanite, indicating a largely indigenous 
population that could not have been comprised only of nomadic people from outside of 
Canaan.623 Despite these critiques, however, the peaceful infiltration theory has 
influenced newer frames of interpretation that developed during the 1970s 
Peasant Revolt or Withdrawal Theory 
 A third theory, the peasant revolt, or withdrawal theory, proposes that the bulk of 
the highland settlers were among local Canaanite populations that revolted against 
socioeconomic oppression in the Canaanite city-state system and “moved to the marginal 
highlands.”624 Hence, most of the highland population consisted of indigenous 
Canaanites, not outsiders, as the Bible suggests. George Mendenhall put forward this 
theory in his 1962 article, “The Hebrew Conquest of Palestine,” in which he argued that 
the conquest described in the Bible did not occur: “[B]oth the Amarna materials and the 
 
621 Dever, Who Were the Early Israelites, 52. 
 
622 Dever, Beyond the Texts, 199-201. 
 
623 Dever, Beyond the Texts, 199-201. 
 







biblical events represent politically the same process: namely, the withdrawal, not 
physically and geographically, but politically and subjectively, of large population groups 
from any obligation to the existing political regimes, and therefore, the renunciation of 
any protection from those sources.”625 
Mendenhall’s student, Norman Gottwald, later expanded, modified, and 
popularized this theory in his 1979 book, The Tribes of Yahweh, which has already been 
mentioned several times.626 Gottwald was driven to write Tribes by a desire to understand 
where the Hebrew prophets derived their “impassioned political perspective”—“what 
communal or corporate traditions and memories informed them?”627 Because Gottwald 
concluded that neither the Bible, nor biblical scholarship, provided plausible answers to 
his question, he turned to social theory and anthropology, which helped him cultivate a 
theory of peasant revolt.628 Using a Marxist analysis, he argued that economic and social 
situations triggered the revolt. This interpretation differed from that of Mendenhall, who 
had argued that the social change was driven primarily by Yahwistic religious ideology. 
Like Mendenhall, however, he emphasized that Yahwism played a prominent role in 
shaping the ideology that led to revolt. Gottwald later abandoned this idea, because 
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archaeologists found no evidence of a Yahwistic cult in the early settlements. He 
concluded: “we cannot assume pan-Israelite unanimity in devotion to Yahweh.”629 
 Gottwald’s work was criticized because many critics thought that his use of 
egalitarian to describe the societal construction of the settlements was anachronistic. He 
has since revised these details, arguing instead for a communitarian organizational 
structure.630 As noted above, Carol Meyers has advanced this discussion by introducing 
the concept of heterarchy as a more nuanced and accurate descriptor than egalitarian or 
patriarchal.631 Meyers argues that, like egalitarianism, patriarchy is a concept that is often 
used anachronistically to interpret ancient modes of social organization. Patriarchy is 
often employed to indicate a societal construction in which women are completely 
dominated by men and have no shared power. She argues that patriarchy is a modernist 
sociological construct that emerged during the mid-nineteenth century in certain legal, 
classics, anthropological, and biblical studies texts.632 Patriarchy does not accurately 
characterize the social organization of proto-Israelite settlements, as Meyers explains: 
“Recovering the household context of women’s lives [in ancient Israel] also means 
challenging the validity of patriarchy as a designation for Israelite society. Facile use of 
 
629 Gottwald, “Response to Contributors,” 176. 
 
630 Norman K. Gottwald, “Social Class as an Analytic and Hermeneutical Category in Biblical Studies,” 
Journal of Biblical Literature 112, no. 1 (1993): 7. 
 
631 Meyers, “Specters of Tribes,” 42–43. 
 
632 She traces the genealogy of the term patriarchy here: Carol L Meyers, “Was Ancient Israel a Patriarchal 







that model not only contributes to the negative stereotypes about women in the period of 
the Hebrew Bible, but also is less accurate than heterarchy in depicting the complexities 
of household life and general sociopolitical organization in the Israelite past.”633 
Heterarchy, by contrast, speaks to a lateral organizational system where work and roles 
were spread among the community and no steep hierarchies existed between men and 
women.634 Rather, women controlled specific domains in society, and men controlled 
other domains. Here, Meyers describes the elements of heterarchy, as opposed to a strict 
hierarchy:  
Elements in hierarchical structure are frequently perceived as being vertical . . . 
whereas heterarchical structure is most easily envisioned as lateral . . . The 
heterarchic model removes the tendency to privilege stratification and ranking as the 
hallmark of a complex society . . . . Rather, a multiplicity of systems means that a 
social unit, even an individual, can rank simultaneously high in one modality and 
low in another. Further, some rankings, such as those linked to age, are fluid and 
would vary over time.635 
Meyers’ work shows that even though the early settlements were not fully egalitarian, as 
some scholars have speculated, they were far more equitable then oppressive, hierarchical 
social systems. Rather than a strict, vertical distribution of power, heterarchical systems 
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distribute power and social ranking laterally. In later revisions of his own theory, 
Gottwald has agreed with Meyers heterarchical description of the settlements.636 
 In addition to using the term “heterarchy,” rather than “patriarchy,” to describe 
the proto-Israelite settlements, other refinements of the peasant revolt or withdrawal 
framework have led to the introduction of new theories. 
Indigenous Origins Theory  
 Critiques of the peasant revolt theory inspired a new interpretive framework, 
which is broadly known as the indigenous origins theory. The basis of this framework is 
that the settlements “involved some type of withdrawal on the part of some portion of the 
Canaanite population, but without the emphasis on social revolution.”637 Rather than 
proposing a peasant revolt, proponents of this framework theorize that indigenous 
Canaanites gradually left the urban centers, formed new highland settlements, and 
eventually becoming known as a new ethnic group, the Israelites. A key characteristic of 
this model, McNutt explains, is that not only Canaanite “urban refugees,” but also other 
groups likely moved to the highlands, including sedentarized nomads, habiru, the shashu 
(from around Egypt), and other immigrants from around the wider region. 638 This 
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process of settlement and societal and ethnic formation could have taken considerable 
amounts of time.639  
Though there are varied approaches to the indigenous origins theory, the basic 
framework is now widely accepted among archeologists and biblical scholars, although 
they refer to it by a variety of names.640 According to William Dever, it “is sometimes 
called a ‘dissolution’ model . . . a ‘sedentarized nomads’ model (Finkelstein, Rainey, and 
others), or a ‘mixed multitude’ model (Killebrew and Dever).”641 Robert Coote and Keith 
Whitelam propose a revision to the theory; they argue for a gradual development of the 
highland villages as a result of declining urban centers—not as a cause for their 
decline.642 As the urban centers waned, generations of settlers left over time in order to 
produce their own food.643 Not all scholars wish to abandon the idea of an intentional 
withdrawal, even if they do not agree that it was a deliberate revolt. Based on new 
archaeological evidence, Dever contends that the theory of an intentional withdrawal 
should be reconsidered. At the end of the Bronze Age, he speculates: 
Canaan was on the verge of total collapse. Many villagers and peasant farmers, as 
well as the landless Habiru, were already impoverished and socially marginalized. 
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They had little to lose. Withdrawing was prudent, if not necessary. It may even be 
that more than a century of rebellion and repression had given these various groups of 
dissidents some sense of social solidarity. There may have existed an ideology that 
made revolution seem possible, even inevitable.644 
Dever pairs the idea of withdrawal with Gerhard and Jean Lenski’s sociological theory of 
frontier spaces, suggesting that frontiers provide a “unique opportunity for departures 
from the sociocultural patterns so deeply entrenched in agrarian societies.”645 He further 
argues that this group has little stake in the established order; “new ways of life 
commonly develop in frontier areas, innovations are readily accepted, and older rigidities 
give way.”646 For Dever, groups of Canaanite dissidents and “disgruntled opportunists” 
were “ready for a change”; they went to the highland frontier for “a new beginning.”647 
Even with nuanced modifications, the basic tenet of the indigenous origins framework 
remains: the majority of proto-Israelite people were most likely indigenous Canaanites 
seeking a better way of life on the heels of the collapse of the Late Bronze Age 
civilization. Their new beginning marked the start of what would later become the 
Israelite people and their religious traditions. 
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 The interpretive frameworks discussed in this section illustrate both the variety 
and the complexity of ways that biblical scholars and archeologists have attempted to 
synthesize archaeological evidence and biblical texts. While older frameworks, like the 
conquest theory, sought to support the historical accuracy of the biblical texts, newer 
frameworks, like the indigenous origins theory, suggest that the actual origins of the 
Hebrew people were quite different from biblical stories of the conquest of Canaan by 
Israelite outsiders (Josh. 3—9). 
Conclusion 
 I have reviewed archeological and biblical scholarship to describe what is known 
about the origins of the Hebrew people during the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age in 
the highland settlements of Canaan. The archeological evidence indicates that new 
settlements emerged at the end of the late Bronze age and the beginning of the Iron Age 
in the highland regions of ancient Canaan. Many scholars’ interpretations of the material 
evidence suggest that the people living in these settlements were in large part indigenous 
Canaanites. Some biblical scholars have argued that the people inhabiting these 
settlements were proto-Israelite, and that these peoples were made up of diverse groups 
of marginalized peoples who fled the Late Bronze Age Canaanite civilization that was 
ruled by the Egyptian empire because of extreme socio-economic oppression and chaotic 
societal disruptions caused by a dramatic climate change. This new start on the highland 
frontier gave settlers a chance to form a new society that contrasted in many ways with 






 The archeological evidence is sparse but it can tell us a little about the people that 
lived in certain locations and whether certain sites were inhabited or not during certain 
time periods. Biblical scholars have provided competing interpretations of the 
archeological material over the last several decades often contradicting one another. I 
have found that the more recent frame of interpretation developed by contemporary 
biblical scholars known as the indigenous origins theory is a compelling interpretation 
that takes into account prior frameworks (like the peasant revolt theory) and provides a 
nuanced and more tempered lens. While the indigenous origins interpretive framework 
will likely change in the future I bring it forward now, as a means to interpret the 
archeological evidence and the origins of the proto-Israelite people for the church today. 
It is a contested point of research because so much is at stake in terms of contemporary 
faith communities that take the origins of the Hebrew people and the biblical texts 
seriously. 
 From the indigenous origins framework, the highland settlements can be 
understood in the spirit of what Victor Turner calls a communitas movement, a social 
reform movement that aims to create better living and social conditions than current 
structures permit.648 As such, the highland settlement material can be interpreted as a 
liberative origins narrative—the type that *feminists argue is needed to help generate 
ecclesial imagination for a more liberative present. Churches often examine their current 
praxis, seeking transformation in moments of change and decline. Such change processes 
 






typically involve examining the past as a means to reconstitute the present. The highland 
settlements evidence provides a window into the ancient past that is notably relevant for 
churches today. Deep resonances exist with current cultural contexts in the United States 
and those in Canaan at the end of the Bronze Age—crushing debt, climate change, 
political instability, extreme socioeconomic disparity between elite classes and the poor. 
The highland settlers responded to these ecological and social problems by breaking new 
ground and building new communities. Their efforts in community building mark the 
origins of the Hebrew people and some of the biblical traditions. The foundational 
community building practice of the highland settlers in the face of extreme social and 
ecological conditions can provide an orienting vision for churches today that seek 
guidance in their practice from the historical tradition. The following chapter will explore 
these practical theological possibilities for the highland settlements evidence and 








THE HIGHLAND SETTLEMENTS: A LIBERATIVE COUNTERHISTORY 
 From a *feminist practical theological standpoint, the highland settlements 
evidence is significant because it can be interpreted as a liberative history that marks the 
beginning of the biblical traditions. Feminist practical theologians like Elaine Graham 
argue that liberative histories matter in terms of shaping the contemporary imaginary.649 
As a case study for *feminist ecclesiology and practical theology, this chapter will 
explore the ways in which the highland settlements evidence can contribute to a 
transformational practical theology of church. 
Elaine Graham explains that transformational practical theology includes 
“reconstructing tradition and practice in pursuit of… the transformation of church and 
society.”650 Likewise, Kathleen Cahalan and Gordon Mikoski contend that transformative 
practical theological work involves a critical “assessment of what is destructive and 
diminishing of our lives and what can be changed in order that individuals, communities, 
or societies can strive toward a more just common good.”651 I conduct a practical 
theological analysis of the highland settlements in order to prompt ecclesial imagination, 
which can lead to the transformation of church and the reshaping of society.  
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Liberative Counterhistory & Transforming the Christian Social Imaginary 
 This chapter makes a case that the highland settlements archeological evidence, 
interpreted through the indigenous origins framework, can be understood as a liberative 
counterhistory that can help reshape problematic aspects of the Christian social 
imaginary. The highland settlements evidence can be understood as liberative when 
viewed from a *feminist perspective that values non-hierarchical community 
organization, and is guided by an ethic of natality that seeks the flourishing of all of its 
members. A *feminist vision stands in contrast to societies structured by a necrophilic, 
imperialistic ethos that values some lives over others, is socioeconomically unjust, has 
little regard for the environment, and generates suffering for many people.652 From a 
feminist perspective, the highlands settlements can be interpreted as exhibiting liberative 
characteristics. My perspective follows the indigenous origins theory of interpreting the 
highland settlements evidence, which proposes that the settlers were mainly indigenous 
Canaanites, who left oppressive city-states and went to the highland frontier for “a new 
beginning.”653 Most scholars conclude that the highland settlers practiced a non-
hierarchical or heterarchical societal structure and likely held some sort of democratic, 
communitarian, or even utopic ethos.654 What life was like in the settlements cannot be 
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definitively known, however archeological evidence reveals that these communities 
lacked the oppressive social hierarchies that were prevalent in the Canaanite city-states. 
Indeed, the “highland group defined itself as egalitarian in contrast to the highly stratified 
and diverse Canaanite society, which was comprised of many groups and classes and was 
highly divided both vertically (between various classes) and horizontally (between 
different social and political groups).”655 For these reasons, I identify the highland 
settlements as liberative within their Iron Age I context. 
 I do not claim anachronistically that the settlements are “blueprints” of utopic 
communities that can straightforwardly provide guidance for how to live life today.656 
Iron Age I life in Canaan was difficult and harsh by contemporary standards, and I do not 
advocate mimicking such conditions. It is also not fully possible to know what life was 
like in these settlements. Archeological evidence provides an overall schema of structures 
and practices in the settlements, but it does not deliver nuanced details that could be 
replicated today. Nevertheless, the liberative possibilities contained within the highland 
settlements research is not dependent upon knowing the exact details and nuances of 
these Iron Age communities. Rather, the archeological evidence provides a rough sketch, 
which shows that people left oppressive conditions of the Late Bronze Age Egyptian 
empire and built less oppressive communities in the highland outskirts. This information 
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alone is enough to prompt liberative social imagination and transformation in the church 
today. 
 Second, the highland settlements material can be considered a counterhistory that 
sheds new light on the origins of the Hebrew people. Counterhistory can be defined as, “a 
history that goes against another history.”657 Elaine Graham explains that counterhistories 
can inspire new social imagination because: 
It is necessary to ‘read against the grain’ of history in order to redeem it; whether it be 
through the telling and retelling of how we got where we are, or painstaking 
scholarship excavate the stories of our foremothers, or the writing of fantastical 
science fiction as both inspiration and warning. All such genres are ‘sketches towards 
a counterhistory’ (Jantzen, 1994: 188) in which agency, power and knowledge are 
radically re-envizaged.658 
For Graham, the medium of a counterhistory is less important than its content—that is, a 
counterhistory does not have to be a written factual history. What is important is that a 
counterhistory provide a ‘sketch’ for another way of imagining the past and therefore the 
future. These sketches do not need to be fully detailed or even non-fiction for that matter. 
Therefore, even without providing precise details, the highland settlements archeological 
evidence provides enough of a historical sketch to “read against the grain” of dominant 
history and reimagine the past. The archeological evidence provides an alternate telling 
of history, which as Graham states, can “[jolt] us out of our complacency, and requires us 
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to consider again how past, present and future are intertwined.”659 Counterhistories can 
reveal the power of history in the present. Mary Elizabeth Moore explains that history is 
never static but is “a movement in which all of the past continues to influence the present 
and will influence a future.”660 History never stays in the past; whether the past is 
imagined as life-giving or death-dealing can have implications for present.  
 The highland settlements archeological evidence can be considered a 
counterhistory that provides a liberative telling of the origins of the Hebrew people in 
Canaan. But which history do they counter? The highland settlements archeological 
evidence counters the biblical conquest narrative in Joshua. Before the discovery of the 
settlement evidence, the Bible was the main source of history of the Hebrew people in 
Canaan. Both the conquest narrative and the highland settlements material provide a 
narration of the Hebrews’ emergence in Canaan. The conquest narrative tells the of the 
story of Israelite origins in a violent and genocidal way, whereas the archeological 
evidence, as interpreted through the indigenous origins frame, reveals a more peaceful 
and liberative vision of Israelite origins.  
Because of their stark differences, these two histories can be interpreted through 
Grace Jantzen’s hermeneutic of necrophilia and natality, concepts I have discussed in 
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Chapter Three.661 [Cade: I will have to add the Jantzen discussion here or to Chapter 1 
since it is from a dissertation chapter that will not be in the book.] The conquest narrative 
is necrophilic in that it describes the Israelite presence in Canaan as occurring only after 
the Hebrew people conquered and killed indigenous Canaanites. Alternatively, the 
highland settlements material provides a counterhistory of natality, which reveals that a 
mixed multitude of different, largely indigenous, groups of people left oppressive 
conditions of the Late Bronze Age Egyptian empire and built new communities that 
contrasted in many ways with the socially stratified conditions of empire. In the section 
below, I will discuss how the conquest narrative has helped shape a necrophilic Christian 
social imaginary. 
Necrophilic Imaginary of Conquest 
 I name the conquest narrative necrophilic but I do not intend to pass judgement on 
the biblical writers; their cultural context and motive for writing violent texts cannot be 
fully known. [Cade: The context of the biblical writers of the conquest narrative will be 
unpacked in forthcoming Chapter 3, so my introduction here may change slightly] I 
describe the conquest texts as necrophilic based on the contents of the story, and the 
effects of that narrative on subsequent readers and Christian social imaginaries. The 
following excerpt from Joshua describes the Israelite destruction of the city of Ai and is 
illustrative of the violent, necrophilic imaginary found in Joshua: 
24When Israel had finished slaughtering all the inhabitants of Ai in the open 
wilderness where they pursued them, and when all of them to the very last had fallen 
 






by the edge of the sword, all Israel returned to Ai, and attacked it with the edge of the 
sword.25The total of those who fell that day, both men and women, was twelve 
thousand—all the people of Ai. 26For Joshua did not draw back his hand, with which 
he stretched out the sword, until he had utterly destroyed all the inhabitants of 
Ai. 27Only the livestock and the spoil of that city Israel took as their booty, according 
to the word of the Lord that he had issued to Joshua. 28So Joshua burned Ai, and 
made it forever a heap of ruins, as it is to this day. 29And he hanged the king of Ai on 
a tree until evening; and at sunset Joshua commanded, and they took his body down 
from the tree, threw it down at the entrance of the gate of the city, and raised over it a 
great heap of stones, which stands there to this day. (Josh. 8: 24-29 [NRSV]) 
This is one example of many that describe the death and destruction that the Israelites 
inflicted upon the indigenous Canaanites. The death of the Canaanites is part of divine 
sacrifice, called herem in Hebrew, which means that the Canaanites, their cities, and 
possessions are all devoted to destruction (or killed) as an offering to Yahweh (ie., Josh 
6:15-21). 
 Susan Niditch explains the concept of the herem as it was used in the Hebrew 
Bible and in surrounding Near Eastern contexts.662 Niditch argues that the ideology of the 
ban or herem actually gives value to enemies by offering them as a sacrifice to Yahweh, 
rather than assuming that their lives are worthless: “Paradoxically, the ban [herem] as 
sacrifice may be viewed as admitting of more respect for the value of human life than 
other war ideologies that allow for the arbitrary killing of soldiers and civilians. This 
suggestion puts one in the uncomfortable position of appearing somehow sympathetic to 
the ban as sacrifice.”663 Niditch’s work provides a nuanced interpretation of the 
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disturbing genocidal texts in Joshua. There is a paradoxical element to the texts that, on 
the one hand, advocates the killing of the Canaanites and, on the other hand, offers them 
up as a worthy sacrifice to Yahweh. The issue remains that the stories of Israelite 
conquest in the Hebrew Bible have helped to create social imaginaries in Western 
Christian contexts that have justified actual historical conquests and genocides.664 
Whether or not the Israelite conquest really happened is not the point, it is the world that 
these texts helped create that is of grave concern. 
 Paul Ricoeur discusses that the power of writing is in the world or discourse that 
becomes possible through the narrative. He states that “[w]riting stands in a specific 
relation to what is said. It produces a form of discourse that is immediately autonomous 
with regard to its author’s intention . . . In other words, thanks to writing, the world of the 
text can burst the world of the author . . . the issue of the text is the world the text unfolds 
before itself.”665 Following Ricoeur, the issue of the conquest narrative is not whether an 
Israelite conquest took place, but rather that it has had a mimetic effect in the real world. 
The conquest story has provided historical imagination in Western cultures to justify 
actual genocide, even if the Israelites themselves never did what the text says they did.666 
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Because the Bible is a sacred scripture in western Christianity, the stories within it are 
imbued with authority and are used by church communities to imagine and create worlds.  
 [Cade: the next few paragraphs will likely go towards the forthcoming Chapter 2: 
Conquest in America] Robert Warrior, Willie James Jennings, and Grace Jantzen, show 
how the conquest narrative in particular and Israelite history more broadly has shaped 
Western social imaginaries and justified colonization, genocide and other atrocities.667 
Robert Warrior explains that “[h]istorical knowledge does not change the status of the 
indigenes in the narrative and the theology that grows out of it . . . People who read the 
[conquest] narratives read them as they are, not as scholars and experts would like them 
to be read and interpreted. History is no longer with us. The narrative remains.”668 
Warrior argues that we must become aware of how the conquest narrative has shaped 
“American consciousness and ideology,” what I am calling the social imaginary.669 
Warrior explains how the conquest narrative was part of the early European Puritan 
mindset:  
Many Puritan preachers were fond of referring to Native Americans as Amelkites and 
Canaanites—in other words, people who, if they would not be converted, were 
worthy of annihilation. By examining such instances in theological and political 
writings, in sermons, and elsewhere, we can understand how America’s self-image as 
a “chosen people” has provided a rhetoric to mystify domination.670 
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Identifying as a “chosen people,” Puritan colonists saw America as part of their divine 
destiny. Similarly, Sacvan Bercovitch shows how a Puritan ideology enabled the 
colonists to view the extermination of American Indians with impunity. He argues that 
the “Puritans, despite their missionary pretenses, regarded the country as theirs and its 
natives as an obstacle to their destiny as Americans. They could remove that obstacle 
either by conversion (followed by “confinement”), or else by extermination. Since the 
former course proved insecure, they had recourse to the latter.”671  
Grace Jantzen explains how the larger narrative of covenant between Israel and 
Yahweh (which includes the conquest) has functioned in the West when these stories are 
read as a factual account: 
But if they [biblical stories of covenant and conquest] are read, as they have been 
repeatedly in Western history, as a factual account, indeed as divine revelation, then it 
is open to anyone who puts themselves into the position of the chosen ones to do 
violence to those whom they deem to be excluded . . . it is an ideology that has had a 
long afterlife in the history of the West.672 
Whatever the intentions or the function of the covenant theme and conquest narratives in 
its original context, they have become as Jantzen states “deeply embroiled in violence, a 
violence which has shaped the West as it took the narrative of covenant and chosen 
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people to be its own.”673 Robert Warrior simply states:  “[the covenant] has two parts: 
deliverance and conquest.”674  
 The conquest narrative is not the only problematic text of violence; the Exodus 
story (Ex 1-15:21) is also violent, even though the story has inspired many liberation 
movements, like Latin American liberation theologies, and the abolitionist and Civil 
Rights movements in the US. Cheryl Kirk-Duggan notes that Exodus (Ex 1-15:21) is 
violent particularly in regards to the Egyptians. She asks: “What was the justification for 
the premeditated, sacrificial murder of the Egyptian first borns, not limited to Pharaoh’s 
son?”675 She argues that a womanist reading of Exodus must challenge this horrific 
bloodshed and questions interpretations that deem this violent injustice against the 
Egyptians as righteousness.676 Kirk-Duggan states that “we cannot let tradition and faith 
allow us to read these texts uncritically and go with the adage that ‘God is on our side,’ at 
any cost.” 677 She explains that divinely sanctioned violence is not a healthy answer for 
injustice, and argues for more nuanced approaches, such as conflict resolution, mediation, 
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 Laura Dykstra finds both the exodus and conquest narratives “pervasively and 
disturbingly violent.”679 However, she argues that the violence in these stories can help 
contemporary readers “address structural violence in our own culture and ask who carries 
it out against whom. Exploring the violence in Exodus causes us to look at the 
connections and differences between violent stores and violent actions.”680 Dykstra asks 
First-world Christians to read Exodus and identify with the Egyptians, in order to face the 
hard truths of how “we serve the empire of global capitalism. Like Egypt, we are 
complicit in oppression, slavery, and genocide. Facing these truths is the beginning of 
true conversion.” 681 I am less confident than Dykstra that her hermeneutical approach is 
the best way to deal with violent texts—in this case, asking privileged people to read 
exodus from the perspective of the Egyptians.682 While this may be a good strategy in 
certain contexts where people are open to self-reflect on the ways they benefit and uphold 
unjust systems, her strategy does not deal directly with the social imaginary that can be 
built from the violence in these stories. Dykstra’s hermeneutical approach has liberative 
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possibilities; however, more is needed to ensure that these stories do not once again 
justify atrocities done in the name of the church. 
 As these examples show, the violence in the biblical exodus and conquest stories 
and the broader metanarrative of covenant is one where violence and genocide can be 
understood as part of Divine will. But the question remains: what social imaginary 
springs forth from the highland settlements archeological evidence?  
Natal Imaginary of the Highland Settlements 
 The highland settlements are a relatively new discovery and interpretations of the 
settlements material has not made significant in-roads into Christian praxis. However, the 
highlands settlements evidence has potential to affect the theological imaginary in 
Christian traditions. Norman Gottwald and Avers Jobling report people experiencing a 
Tribes Moment when first learning about the highland settlements material: a utopic 
longing or imagination for a desirable “historical elsewhere.” 683 Gottwald has also 
discussed how the highland settlements have inspired political and religious activists 
around the globe: political prisoners have passed his Tribes of Yahweh around and 
considered it a holy book, and Latin American Roman Catholic nuns created flip charts 
of highland settlements material to explain to their base communities.684 
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 One can also speculate what sort of social imaginary might unfold from the 
highland settlements story by comparing the indigenous origins theory with the biblical 
conquest story. As discussed above, the social imaginaries that emerge from the conquest 
narrative are violent and even genocidal. The biblical conquest narratives depict the 
Canaanites as “others” to be killed, which has contributed to a Western social imaginary 
in which people can conceive of Christians murdering indigenous people like the 
American Indians. In contrast, the indigenous origins theory indicates that the proto-
Israelite people were in large part indigenous Canaanites themselves and they did not 
overtake the land of Canaan through violent conquest. Rather the settlers left oppressive 
societies, gathered in uninhabited places and created new communities. The people 
structured their settlements in contrast to the hierarchical and imperial urban cities that 
they left, creating what many scholars suggest as some sort of egalitarian and/or 
heterarchical social structure in which the basic needs of all the people were met. Based 
on these details, one can plausibly argue for a social imaginary deriving from an 
indigenous origins interpretation, countering origins stories of conquest, genocide, and 
land-taking, with those of escape, ingenuity, and construction of new communities.  
 The cry and protest for justice is being sought in many ways throughout the US in 
this time. Black Lives Matter protests have taken place all over the US with thousands of 
people marching to demand justice against police brutality and the unjust killings of 
black people at the hands of the police. These concerns reflect the continued oppression 






genocidal past and present. For true justice to happen we need deep systemic change 
across all our institutions. The church must also undergo such systemic change. 
 To more fully live into the ideals of the Gospel, the church must take 
responsibility for the part it has played in many of the injustices and atrocities that have 
been done in the US. Churches may condemn their role in perpetuating atrocities of the 
past and present. But condemnation of the past is not enough. Part of social justice 
reformation must be to reshape genocidal social imaginaries that helped shape American 
entitlement and genocide. Without doing so, genocidal social imaginaries lie dormant and 
are carried forward into an unknown future where they can once again be used to justify 
conquest and genocide. These genocidal imaginaries are part of what Mary McClintock 
Fulkerson calls “hidden inheritances.”685 Reshaping genocidal social imaginaries, is 
transformative work that can be understood as what Rebecca Chopp describes as social 
therapy.686 Chopp argues that practical theology can aide the work of transformation by 
acting as a form of social therapy, which “investigates and excavates the past, seeing 
points of connection, correlation, relation and works to make a new, and more adequate, 
future.”687 Chopp explains that the therapeutic process is two-fold in that it involves 
imagining the future which is dependent on making new meaning out of the past. Making 
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new meaning out of the origins of the Israelite people in Canaan, can aid a process of 
transformation and also imagining a new future.  
 Churches today are responsible for the tradition they bring forward into the future. 
As I have been arguing, one possibility for change is to bring forward the highland 
settlements material as a liberative counterhistory to the conquest narrative. The highland 
settlements archeological evidence has the potential to reshape how churches understand 
the origins of the Hebrew people and can help to reshape harmful social imaginaries. 
However, for the settlements material to have such an important influence on churches, 
we must tell their story. As discussed earlier, Charles Taylor describes the social 
imaginary as the space inhabited with myths, symbols, and stories, in which social norms 
emerge.688 To shape the social imaginary, the highland settlements evidence will need to 
become part of the mythos or identity of being Christian. For this to happen, the highland 
settlements evidence needs to be incorporated into the Christian tradition, and the stories 
told over and over again. Churches cannot simply communicate the highland settlements 
material peripherally through a few sermons or one study group. If the highland 
settlements material is to help shape the Christian social imaginary, it must become one 
of the myths or stories that is continually retold.  
How might the highland settlements story become a new myth of origins? 
Because the settlements material is told through the texts of archeological and biblical 
studies discourse, it is not readily available in a medium easily communicated. One 
 






strategy, is to develop a symbolic interpretation of the biblical exodus story that 
integrates the indigenous origins theory of Israelite origins in Canaan, which can be 
integrated into Christian praxis. This strategy leverages a familiar and iconic story in the 
Bible—the Exodus—as a vehicle to communicate the story of the highland settlements. 
Symbolic Interpretation of Exodus 
 As discussed in Chapter Four, the Exodus story (Ex 1—15:21) seems to have 
been strongly influenced by the highland settlements period.689 The basic plot of the 
biblical exodus story bears similarities to what is known of the origins of the highland 
settlers. The overarching plot line of the Exodus story in the Bible describes the Hebrew 
people leaving Egypt in order to escape enslavement and oppression; similarly, the 
highland settlements evidence points towards Canaanite people leaving Egyptian-ruled 
Canaanite city-states to escape socio-economic oppression and even enslavement. These 
similarities have led to a variety of scholars like, William H. C. Propp, Nadav Naʼaman, 
and Ron Hendel to propose that the Exodus story, as told in the Bible, refracts the 
historical memory of the highland settlements era in the story. In this way, the Exodus 
story in the Bible is like a myth in that it points to an underlying truth without being 
literally true.  
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 Propp speculates that the biblical Exodus story could be a conflation of a broad 
set of Israelite experiences, or “the experience of none of the Israelites and of all of the 
Israelites.”690 Nadav Naʼaman argues that the Exodus story “refracts the historical 
memory of early Israelite society” and provides “a small window for recognition of the 
consciousness of the early settlers in the highlands.” 691 Na’aman concludes that the 
Exodus story “might be considered the earliest source available for research into the 
cultural-religious worldview of early Israelite society.”692 Ron Hendel draws a similar 
correlation between the Exodus story and the highland settlements through an approach 
to history known as mnemohistory, which explores how the past is used to construct a 
collective identity within the present. Mnemohistory also examines how past events are 
remembered through a conglomeration of what is historically true and what is 
remembered symbolically.693 Hendel’s usage of a mnemohistory to understand the 
relationship between the biblical Exodus story and the highland settlements is a useful 
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tool when thinking about how the highland settlements story could be told in ecclesial 
settings. I will explain Hendel’s theory more below.  
 From a mnemohistory perspective, Hendel argues that Egyptian imperialism in 
Canaan from the Early to Late Bronze Age was economically oppressive with widespread 
slave trade and servitude. The unjust, Bronze Age context could have created a cultural 
memory of enslavement across generations of the more oppressed Canaanite population. 
Hendel believes that many aspects of the biblical Exodus story, including the unnamed 
Pharaoh, function as a symbol that represents the experience of a broad swath of the 
Canaanite population across time: “By leaving the name of Pharaoh a blank, the memory 
of Egyptian oppression could extend to all who had felt the oppression of Pharaoh at any 
time in the remembered past. This extension of reference extends broadly throughout 
Canaan during the Egyptian Empire of the Late Bronze Age.”694 From Hendel’s 
perspective, the Exodus story does not represent the experience of one specific group of 
people as told in the Bible. Rather, the Exodus story can be understood as a symbolic 
story of the collective Canaanite people and what they suffered under Egyptian 
imperialism during the Bronze and early Iron Ages. Hendel explains that it should be “no 
surprise that the settlers defined themselves, at least in part, as former victims of an 
oppressive regime. Memories of shared suffering are potent ingredients in the formation 
and persistence of ethnic identity.” 695 For Hendel, the Exodus memory created a sense of 
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collective identity that would eventually lead to a distinct Israelite ethnicity.696 
 In this chapter I draw on Hendel’s mnemohistory theory of interpreting Exodus as 
symbolically communicating the cultural memory of the highland settlements. 
Interpreting the Exodus story as a symbolic mnemohistory of the highland settlements 
and incorporating this story into the life of the church is one possibility for introducing 
the highland settlements evidence into the Christian traditioning processes. 
Liberating Exodus 
 The Exodus story (Ex 1—15:21) likely refracts ancient memories of miraculous 
escape of the highland settlers from the Egyptian empire, and the forging of a new society 
in the geographic and political margins. Key features of the exodus story can be deduced 
and placed alongside the highland settlements evidence and interpreted as a cultural 
memory or mnemohistory of the proto-Israelite people during the highland settlement 
period. A symbolic or mnemohistory telling of the exodus eliminates the problematic and 
violent aspects of both the exodus and conquest stories. It liberates the exodus from 
conquest.  
 A symbolic or mnemohistory telling of the exodus that follows the highland 
settlements archeological evidence would not end in conquest but rather in the 
cohabitation of diverse groups of people and the building of new communities, which 
would eventually formulate a new ethnic and cultural identity of Israelite people. The 
following narration, is one possibility for telling the exodus story in conjunction with the 
 






highland settlements material: 
 A great exodus occurred around the end of the bronze age (c1200 BCE) in the 
land of Canaan. Many people faced oppressive economic situations and even slavery 
by the Egyptian empire that cared more for enriching itself than caring for its people. 
During this time an unprecedented drought occurred making the already difficult 
situation worse. People suffered greatly and cried out for help. Some heard a story 
that there were new villages, out of reach of the Egyptians, in the rocky highlands. 
They heard that these new villages were far different from the harsh conditions of the 
Egyptian empire. They heard that there were no kings in this place who hoarded all 
the wealth and enslaved the people. People believed this story and went in search of 
these places.  
 This was a time of the great exodus. Over the course of many years, people from 
many different places left their homes to find these new communities—they headed 
for the hills. Many of the exodus peoples became part of these rocky hillside villages 
in Canaan. As their numbers grew, they built new villages. They made new tools, 
built new houses, learned new ways to farm, dug new wells. They each told their 
story of escape and exodus. They witnessed from a distance as the once powerful 
cities collapsed at the hands of seafaring invaders, famines, and other untold 
destructions. They could not believe their eyes as they saw the oppressive Egyptian 
civilization collapse. They agreed it was some sort of miracle.  
 All the while, they forged new lives: built new communities, made uninhabitable 
terrain habitable, created a new language. On these rocky hilltops of Canaan, the 
Hebrew people were born—a diverse group of people—who shared the resources of 
the land, and created a society with far less socioeconomic divides.  
 These brave and innovative people are the ancestors of the Israelite people who 
would go on to develop the biblical traditions. Their spirit enlivens liberation 
movements around the globe. Now some 3000 years later we stand in the shadow of 
their dream. How can we once again make it come alive? What is our own exodus? 
How do we become an exodus people?  
This story is an example of a symbolic or mnemohistory version of the exodus 
story, which blends what is known about the highland settlers with the basic themes of 
the biblical Exodus story. The narration does not focus on violence—either divine or 
human—but on the injustices of the Egyptian empire, climate change, and the highland 







The narrative shared here can be understood as a liberative counterhistory, which 
offers an alternative to the problematic (and unproven) histories of genocide and violence 
in the biblical exodus and conquest narratives. To function as a liberative counterhistory, 
and to help transform harmful social imaginaries, a mnemohistory telling of the exodus 
must be incorporated into the life of the church. One option, is to incorporate a version of 
the highland settlements archeological evidence into the regular liturgy and the praxis of 
the church. Altering liturgy and praxis may seem like a daunting task; however, 
incorporating the settlements story into the life of the church may not be as difficult as it 
seems. In the following chapter, I will suggest ways that a mnemohistory of the Exodus 
can be incorporated into the liturgical cycle of the church, in ways that could begin to 
reshape imagination regarding the origins of the Israelite people in Canaan in a non-







INSPIRING ECCLESIAL PRACTICE 
 This chapter explores practical theological insights that emerge from the case 
studies, seeking to integrate *feminist ecclesiologies and highland settlement evidence to 
invoke imagination and potential directions for churches as they seek to reimagine 
themselves. I offer tangible ways that the case studies might help shape ecclesial praxis 
today, incorporating their insights and models into Christian traditioning processes. The 
chapter begins with reflection on how the narrative of highland settlements could 
augment the four marks of the *feminist church. The second section proposes principles 
of practice derived from the case studies: analyze deeply; consider origins; cultivate 
utopian imagination; think holistically; and trust the process. Each principle has been 
derived from the case studies after analyzing themes from across both *feminist 
ecclesiological and highland settlements discourses, and can be considered overarching 
principles. The principles of practice are meant as guides for churches in challenging and 
changing contexts, and the section includes examples of actual practices that embody 
each principle.  
Integrating the Four Marks of the *Feminist Church 
and the Highland Settlements 
 The highland settlements have potential to augment the four *feminist marks of 
church and *feminist ecclesiology. Glimpses into these ancient forms of community 








Many *feminist ecclesiologies, guided by a holistic worldview, argue for building 
holistic forms of church that can generate flourishing for all humans and the natural 
world.  The highland settlements can be interpreted as holistic communities insofar as the 
evidence points to a way of life that was less socially stratified and less dominated by 
imperialist forces than the Late Bronze Age Egyptian empire. As discussed in Chapter 9, 
the archaeological mapping of villages reveals that the highland communities seemingly 
implemented a form of heterarchical social structure, perhaps even equitable, on the geo-
political margins of the empire. Iron Age evidence also suggests that the formation of 
these settlements was largely a response to climate change and oppressive socio-
economic conditions. The evidence suggests that the whole community had access to the 
necessities of life, in contrast to the unequal allocation of resources among differing 
classes in the imperial civilization.697 The settlements might even reflect an ethics of 
paradise as described by Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker whereas “the 
practical needs of human beings, who require a sustainable and sustaining life free from 
economic exploitation and political oppression.”698  
 The community building practices of the highland settlers can also be considered 
holistic because people were forced by geo-political necessity to shape new lives for 
themselves and recreate their social and material practices into what seems to have been a 
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more egalitarian ethos.699 The settlements model of holistic community building can stir 
churches to imagine alternative communities that share life together—sharing place, 
practices, and resources. When churches imagine change in light of the many pressing 
challenges of the world, are they considering the building of new communities to address 
such broad challenges? Perhaps some are; if not, the highland settlements are a tangible 
model at the origins of the Hebrew tradition, of people responding to the challenges of 
climate change and empire by building new communities. Would we want to replicate 
these communities today? No. But we can be inspired by their ingenuity and response to 
the social and ecological problems of their day. They can challenge us to think about all 
of our life practices, when imagining change. 
Incarnate 
 The second *feminist mark of the church, incarnate, points towards a communal 
vision of the incarnation that extends beyond Jesus and conveys that the presence of God 
is in all peoples, in all times, and in all places. The communal vision of incarnation 
makes a way for the highland settlements to be considered part of the incarnation of the 
Divine or the Holy. Communities are constituted in part through the communities that 
came before them, as traditioning processes carry forward traditions across great stretches 
of time and cultural developments. Therefore, the highlands settlements, forerunners to 
the Israelite people and traditions, are part of the vast interconnected community of 
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people reflective of Holy presence. The early Jesus movements are thus in continuity 
with God’s movements throughout time. Such an interpretation can challenge anti-
Semitic Christian interpretations that neatly divide the Hebrew Bible from the New 
Testament or interpret Jesus as a new revelation that supersedes the prior Israelite 
tradition in a progressive development.700 
 The highland settlers can potentially be understood as operating from a self-
sanctioning dunimas power. Archeological evidence suggests that the settlements did not 
rely on the sanctioning power of empire (exousia) for their existence. The settlements 
were built in the margins of empire just out of reach of imperial control, and 
technological innovations enabled them to maintain a relative independence from 
imperial urban centers.701 When considering the highland settlements through the lens of 
communal incarnation, the dunimas power, which Carter Heyward discusses as a form of 
God-power Jesus exhibits, can also be interpreted as being present in the highland 
settlements. The highland settlements can help to expand vision of what constitutes an 
incarnate community. Must it only be communities of Jesus followers? Might we discern 
God’s embodiments and movements in communities across history? 
Utopic 
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 The highland settlements can be considered utopic. Utopic is the third *feminist 
mark of the church and points towards the creative act of envisioning a better society or 
world. “Utopias challenge our imagination so that we might rethink what it means to be 
human and how we might live communally”702 William Dever describes the settlements 
as agrarian movements and also utopian: “with strong reformist tendencies driven by a 
new social ideal.”703 Mario Liverani has argued that texts in the Hebrew Bible, such as 
the ‘Covenant Code’ (Exod. 21:1-23), have a strong “utopian flavor” and are likely 
attributed to the Iron Age I settlement period.704 Norman Gottwald contends that 
something akin to the utopic occurred in ancient Israel.705 
 The utopic modeling of the highland settlements, induced from the evidence, is 
not meant for exact replication but rather for inspiration. The model, even with the limits 
of evidence, is important for Jews and Christians as a forerunner of what would become 
the Israelite tradition; the historic connection infuses more power into the utopic model. 
The settlements can “challenge our imagination so that we might rethink what it means to 
be human and how we might live communally,” as we too face challenges of climate 
change and empire.706  
 
702 Claire P. Curtis, “Rehabilitating Utopia: Feminist Science Fiction and Finding the Ideal,” Contemporary 
Justice Review 8, no. 2 (June 2005): 148. 
 
703 Dever, Beyond the Texts, 249. Italics mine. 
 
704 Liverani, Israel’s History, 67-68. 
 
705 Gottwald, “‘Political Activism and Biblical Scholarship: An Interview,’” 183. 
 







 The settlements can augment the accents in feminist ecclesiology to imagine and 
create new forms of church on the margins of the church as it exists. Rosemary Radford 
Ruether even went so far to have architectural drawings of a women-church building that 
align with *feminist visions.707 For example, Ruether’s women-church design integrated 
natural elements of creation and had flowing, interconnected circular shapes. The 
highland settlements can lend authority to utopic feminist visions by rooting them in the 
foundational soil of the Hebrew tradition.  
Apostolic 
  Closely related to utopic, the apostolic mark of the Christian church refers to the 
continuing enactment of Jesus’ ministry and the call to build toward the Kin-dom of God 
on the Earth. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza argues that the early Jesus movements lived 
out the “critical feminist impulse” found in Judaism, to be “a discipleship of equals” that 
stood in contrast to the religious and social-political power structures that dominated first 
century Palestine.708 The highland settlements evidence can elucidate what she calls a 
“critical feminist impulse” that led to the development of a discipleship of equals. It 
would be anachronistic to claim that the highland settlements exhibited a “critical 
feminist impulse”; however, many scholars have argued that the settlements had an 
egalitarian, heterarchical, or even utopian ethos. Such an ethos is not dissimilar to what 
*feminist theologians such as Schüssler Fiorenza name as a central radical feature of 
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Jesus ministry. The egalitarian ethos of the highland settlements can add to this 
discussion.  
 Along with the Christian tradition, the highland settlements evidence can also 
provide an historical image from the past that can help to influence the present. 
Following this pattern of *feminist interpretation, the egalitarian ethos of the highland 
settlements might also be considered their most radical feature. The evidence suggests 
that, as agrarian communities, the settlements may have had a more communitarian social 
structure than that of the early Jesus movements. Taken together both examples show the 
different ways that egalitarian praxis can be embodied across time and in unique contexts.  
 Apostolic can mean “laying hold of the original eschatological drive of the early 
Christian apostolate and tracing its trajectory through the discontinuities of time and 
history.”709 The highlands settlements extends the tracing of the eschatological drive to a 
history that predates the early Christian apostolate, and shows how an egalitarian ethos 
informed the very origins of the Hebrew people. It shows that the Jesus movements were 
not the only ones with radical egalitarian praxis, but this praxis is seemingly embedded in 
the roots of the Hebrew tradition. Such a vision of the past can offset anti-Semitic 
interpretations of Christianity that suggest Christianity creates something unique and new 
in contrast to the Israelite tradition. Rather, the settlements evidence, together with 
evidence in the Hebrew Bible, shows that the egalitarian ethos of ancient Christianity was 
 







embedded in ancient Hebrew tradition. The Jesus movements were an embodiment of a 
more ancient praxis. 
Conclusion 
 Each of these sections show the ways that the *feminist marks of the church and 
the highland settlements evidence have similarities and additionally how the highland 
settlements can augment *feminist ecclesiological insights. In the next section below, I 
discuss five principles of practice, which are integrative insights from both case studies, 
meant as prompts for new ecclesial imagination. 
Principles of Practice  
 The five principles of practice are to: analyze deeply, reimagine origins, cultivate 
utopian imagination, think holistically, and trust the process. Each principle is meant as a 
guidepost to prompt imagination and inspire action. Each community will translate them 
differently and imagine new practices and changes specific to their unique context.  
Analyze Deeply 
 Many *feminist and other liberationist theologians have argued that the church 
has been intertwined with empire. Because of the interwoven imperial relationship, many 
structures, theologies, and practices of church unwittingly perpetuate racist, sexist, and 






undetected theologies and practices “hidden inheritances.”710 Because these problematic 
inheritances can be largely hidden, they often remain undetected, and even when 
churches make large liberative changes towards more inclusivity, like the ordination of 
women and other marginalized peoples, deeper oppressive patterns may still reside, 
hidden below the surface. These include the hidden inheritance of a clergy model of 
leadership that unwittingly creates an upper and lower class divide between clergy and 
laity. Because the deep hiddenness of destructive racist, sexist and imperialistic patterns, 
McClintock Fulkerson argues that many churches are “oblivious” to the harmful patterns, 
and such obliviousness keeps habituated, oppressive patterns hidden from those in 
positions of dominance. 711  
 Deep analysis of structures, theologies, imaginaries, and practices is needed to 
root out destructive patterns. The many *feminist ecclesiologies discussed in this 
dissertation, whether critical or constructive, are developed out of a deep analytical 
excavation of many aspects of ecclesial traditions. The literal excavation of archeological 
sites provides a useful analogy for the type of deep analytical work that will need to be 
done by churches that seek to disentangle their theologies and practices from millennia of 
imperial entanglement. A principle of deep analysis should guide churches seeking 
transformational change.  
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 Practically speaking, this may mean that churches seeking change need to study 
*feminist and other critical hermeneutical practices whereas they can learn to analyze 
institutions and practices with a recognition of how systemic injustices are interwoven in 
church life. Churches with enough resources could consider hiring a *feminist or other 
critical theologian as a theologian in residence, whose task is to help teach and guide 
skills of critical analysis. In places where resources do not allow for bringing on a 
theologian in residence, many of the ecclesiological resources I bring forward in Part I 
can be useful resources that can help guide churches in deeper analysis. When imagining 
change, questions should be asked about how proposed changes might unwittingly 
perpetuate sexist, racist, and/or imperialistic patterns below the surface. A process of 
deep analysis is never finished; questions must always be asked and new iterations of 
praxis continually developed with greater liberation and justice as a goal.  
Reimagine Origins 
 By now it should be no surprise that a key principle derived from my research is 
that an important principle for creating change is reimagining history in ways that can 
prompt liberative imagination in the present. Throughout this dissertation, I have 
discussed a variety of *feminist and other critical theorists who argue that liberative 
counterhistories can prompt imagination for change. History, however, may not be the 
first place people turn when seeking to create change in the present; it may seem counter-
intuitive to explore the past as a means to transform the future. However, as Rebecca 






imagining the future which is dependent on making new meaning out of the past. Chopp 
explains that only when new meaning is made out of the past can truly new beginnings 
occur.712 
 In Chapter 9, I made the case that the highland settlements material can be 
understood as a liberative counterhistory that has the potential to subvert violent and 
imperialistic origins stories of conquest, which describes the origins of the Israelite 
people in Canaan as a genocidal, militaristic campaign. In Chapter 9, I develop a 
mnemohistory telling of the Exodus story based on interpretations of the highland 
settlements archeological material. I argue that such a telling of Exodus can counter the 
harmful imaginary that emerges from the biblical account of the Israelite conquest as an 
originating story of the Israelite people in Canaan. Building on this work, I have 
imagined ways that the highlands settlements might be incorporated into liturgical praxis. 
My suggestion for practice is to show ways that churches might incorporate a liberative 
counterhistory into common liturgical praxes. Again, my work below is suggestive, and 
not meant to be prescriptive. I elaborate my suggestions in some detail to provide a 
tangible example to prompt imagination about what could be done. 
 If a symbolic or mnemohistory telling of the exodus story is to truly shape the 
social imaginary of the church it must be integrated into the life of the church in a 
repetitive way. Repetition can introduce the highland settlements as an origins story in 
 






Christian mythos, which “can create new norms in the social space.”713 The highland 
settlements archeological evidence can be translated from the pages of academic 
archeological scholarship and into the liturgical practice of the ecclesial community. For 
example, the exodus story like the one shared in Chapter 9 could become the foundation 
for children’s pageants and plays. Classes could be developed that include in-depth 
studies of the highland settlements archeological material. Biblical studies could explore 
how highland settlements have likely influenced the biblical texts, while also exploring 
texts like the conquest narrative that have shaped the Christian imagination. Studies can 
include questions, such as: What values are revealed by each of these origins stories and 
how might these values shape different pictures of the church’s role in the world? These 
are just a few quick examples of how churches could incorporate highland settlements 
evidence into the life of the church. I offer a few examples with more depth below. 
Weekly Liturgy 
 One possibility for ecclesial practice is to integrate a mnemohistory telling of the 
exodus story into weekly worship services. Perhaps a short, poetic version of the 
mnemohistory telling of Exodus like the version found at the end of Chapter 9, could 
become a liturgical story that is read in church services each week like the way the Lord’s 
Prayer or the Nicene Creed are recited weekly in some churches. The reading of the 
highland settlements story could be integrated with a time of prayer when the church is 
reminded that the roots of the Hebrew tradition is the building of new communities as a 
 






response to injustice, empire, and climate change. This reading of the settlements story 
could also be integrated with a time of confession where people are asked to remember 
the ways that they benefit from or are complicit with empire. The liturgist could also ask 
people to consider the ways that they are working to subvert unjust practices and 
structures and/or build more just communities in their own life contexts.  
 A liturgical reading of a mnemohistory exodus story invites highland settlements 
evidence into the liturgical service and can serve as both a counterhistorical and 
reorienting liturgical moment. As a counterhistory it shows that the origins of the 
Hebrew people in Canaan does not begin with violence and genocide. Rather, a liturgical 
moment based on the highland settlements would highlight that, at the origins of the 
biblical traditions, is a practical communitas movement. People literally left empire to 
build new more just communities. A communitas vision of the origins of the Hebrew 
people can help reorient theologies and practices that Grace Jantzen has described as 
necrophilic, which focus on immortality and other-worldly salvation. For example, it is 
possible to interpret the highland settlements exodus from empire and the building of new 
communities outside of empire as salvific.  
The Liturgical Season of Origins 
  Another way that the highland settlements archeological evidence and a symbolic 
mnemohistory exodus story can be incorporated into the life of the church is to create a 
new season in the year-long liturgical cycle of the church-year that centers the highland 






Western Christian ecumenical traditions include these key seasons: Advent, Christmas, 
Ordinary Time (Time after Epiphany), Lent, Easter, and Ordinary Time (Time 
after Pentecost).714 I am proposing a new ritual season. The Ordinary Time after 
Pentecost and before Advent is over six months long. A new liturgical season based on 
the remembrance of the highland settlements could demark the beginning of the church 
year and celebrate the origins of the Hebrew people sometime before Advent, during this 
ordinary period. The liturgical season could be a yearly ritual reminder that the roots of 
Christianity are within the Hebrew tradition, which is reason to have the season prior to 
advent. It could be called the season of Origins.  
 Origins can be a time where the origins of the Hebrew people are ritualized and 
remembered. Like Advent, the season of Origins can span several weeks with different 
phases of reflection. For example, Origins could have two overarching thematic phases: a 
phase of reflection, confession, lament and reconciliation; and a second phase of 
celebration and imagination for the future. The first phase will invite broader reflection 
on the influence that origins stories have in shaping communities. During this time, 
churches could introduce multiple origins narratives into reflection. For example, it could 
be a time to reflect on the origins of their own congregation, or the origins of their town, 
or the history of original peoples or American Indians in their region. The first phase 
would be a time to introduce other gospel narratives that are not included in the New 
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Testament, like the Gospel of Mary Magdalene. It could also be a time when adult 
education or book studies could read *feminist and other critical texts that provide 
alternate interpretations of the biblical stories, the history or Christianity and the church, 
like the books: Sisters in the Wilderness, The Christian Imagination, Saving Paradise, 
Violence to Eternity, or In Memory of Her.715 It could also be a time when churches could 
reflect on biblical themes such as choseness, covenant, and conquest.  
The season of Origins can also be a time to reflect on themes of empire: defining 
and describing the forms of empire and discussing how the church has been involved in 
both supporting and subverting empire. The season can also be a time for reflecting on 
the origin of the Christian church in relation and resistance to the Roman empire. 
Reflecting on broader themes of empire can lead to reflections on the origins of 
individual churches and denominations and the ways they have resisted or supported 
oppression, imperialism, and even genocide. For example, church communities could 
reflect on their connections with the oppression and/or genocide of American Indian 
people in the region. They could reflect on their history of condoning the enslavement of 
African Americans and how the perpetuate racial injustice today. They could reflect on 
European reform movements in the 16th and 17th centuries, which were based on 
resistance to oppressions by the church itself or by a state church against others. In turn 
churches can reflect on how the church has worked towards abolition and civil rights. 
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These are just a few examples of topics that can be explored from a framework of 
accountability for injustice and the desire for reconciliation and a healing of the past. The 
liturgical season of Origins could include a ritual of lament and confession for the 
atrocities that have been done in the name of the church.  
 The second phase of the season of Origins could turn towards the remembrance 
and celebration of the highland settlements story. It would be a time to tell the 
settlements story, and also celebrate themes such as bravery for daring to start something 
new; ingenuity for building new communities in difficult places during a climate change; 
and communitas, seeking to create a new society that was less oppressive than the 
imperial civilization they had left. This second phase of Origins can be a time of 
celebrating the miraculous: a large, oppressive empire collapsed; a communitas 
movement made up of diverse peoples survived for several hundred years, eventually 
becoming the Israelite people; and the recent discovery of their story. I imagine the 
womanist theme of God making a way out of no way, in partnership with human agency 
and ingenuity as an important resource for this phase of the Origins season.716 Making a 
way out of no way, in womanist theology and African American heritage, emphasizes that 
human agency and action is needed to bring the miraculous into the world. The 
conclusion of the celebration phase of the Origins season could invite congregations to 
imagine ways that they can use their own resources, ingenuity, and creativity to imagine 
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their own communitas movement. Congregations can reflect on the question: How can 
the church help create a more just way of life where all people can flourish?  
 Incorporating the highland settlements and other liberative origins texts and 
interpretations, for example, insights and excerpts from historical *feminist work or Nag 
Hammadi texts like the Gospel of Mary Magdalene into weekly and yearly liturgical 
cycles, are ways that churches can begin to integrate liberative origins narratives and 
historical interpretations in meaningful and repetitive ways that can help to reshape 
Christian social imaginaries. The weekly and yearly liturgical suggestions, provide 
practical, tangible, and repetitive ways that liberative origins material can be incorporated 
into the life of the church with enough repetition so that they can help create a new social 
imaginary of the origins. These two liturgical approaches not only bring forward the 
highland settlements material in a prominent way, but they also create moments for 
education and reflection on broader themes of empire and injustice. They invite churches 
into deeper reflection on their own origins and responsibility for injustices, including 
racial injustice and genocide in the US.  
 These liturgical suggestions can be implemented into church praxis in an 
immediate way and do not require major institutional shifts to begin. Many churches may 







Cultivate Utopian Imagination 
 Cultivate utopian imagination is a challenge for churches to imagine change in a 
much bigger or broader way then they think possible. Utopic projects blur the boundary 
between the possible and the impossible. If our vision is constrained by what we label as 
possible, we may be unintentionally limiting possibilities; yet utopic thinking can be 
understood as a practice, that is something to practice. Ada María Isasi-Díaz states that 
utopic thinking is a vital subversive practice because it challenges the status quo.717 
Beatrice Halsas states that “utopias are protests against conventional wisdom . . . they are 
often answers to crises.”718 As a subversive practice or protest, the outcome of a utopia 
need not always be an implemented action, rather an outcome of utopic thinking can be 
an expansion of imagination. Utopic dreaming can be “a resource that enables both 
critiques of the status quo and efforts to conceive and work toward alternatives.”719 With 
the many social and ecological problems facing our world, utopic dreaming is an 
important practice to generate ideas for moving toward massive change. Utopic 
imagination “entails believing that there are always alternatives, that better worlds are 
always possible.”720 
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 Utopic imagination is not new to the church. As Anne Peterson states, 
“Christianity has a long history of utopian visions, beginning with John the Baptist's and 
then Jesus' announcement of the coming reign of God. John and Jesus, along with most of 
the early disciples, seemed to expect the imminent end of the present world and the start 
of something entirely new and different.”721 Many ecclesial movements can also be 
considered utopic in their vision and praxis. One prominent example, is the Anabaptist 
movement (including Amish, Mennonite, Shaker, and Brethren movements to name a 
few), which for centuries has evoked visions and faith commitments that can be described 
as utopic. Peterson describes Anabaptist communities, which first developed in the early 
1500’s, as “[t]he longest lasting utopian experiment in the West.”722 John Yoder names 
Anabaptist communities as minority separatist communities, arguing that:  
It is the function of minority communities to remember and to create utopian visions . 
. . Nonconformity is the warrant for the promise of another world. Although 
immersed in this world, the church by her way of being represents the promise of 
another world, which is not somewhere else but which is to come here.723  
 Many churches today would not wish to create separatist communities as a means 
to live out their vision of the gospel as many Anabaptist communities, past and present, 
have done. However, the Anabaptists can illumine utopic theologies and praxis. Their 
witness can challenge churches outside of Anabaptist traditions to reach beyond their 
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norms and develop more expansive visions of change. The highland settlements 
communities, though not ecclesial utopic communities, can be interpreted as agrarian 
communitas and even utopic movements.724 Utopic influences within the history of 
Christian churches and in the origins of the Hebrew tradition invite fresh thinking about 
utopic communal praxis.  
 In addition to the brief ecclesial examples discussed above, several examples of 
utopic thinking from non-ecclesial sources may also be illustrative. These examples can 
spark imagination for how to dream utopia in the midst of current institutions. For 
example, Italian architect Paulo Soleri spent much of the latter part of his life integrating 
his metaphysical, ecological, and design perspectives into visions for ecologically 
sustainable city designs, called arcologies.725 Soleri began building one of his conceptual 
cities, Arcosanti, 60-miles north of Phoenix in an attempt to show how a city can be 
sustainably built even in the desert.726 In 2009, Soleri was commissioned by the Beijing 
Center for the Arts commissioned “to develop a proposal for a city that can accommodate 
rapid expansion—a city like Beijing, for instance.”727 Soleri’s work is an example of 
utopic dreaming that integrates, ecology, architecture, city-planning, and spirituality. 
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 Another example of utopic social project comes from Beatrice Halsaa, a 
Norwegian feminist scholar. In the 1980’s, Halsaa developed a Norwegian governmental 
project called Alternative Futures.728 She developed a vision of society based on 
principles of reproduction, rationality, and aesthetics that emphasizes sustainable growth 
over the endless production of goods. Similar to Yoder’s understanding of the Anabaptist 
community as witness to a promising alternative world, Halsaa understands her project as 
making a model “of a society where societal needs, ecological—and resource—
responsibility have priority instead of material level and economic growth.”729 Halsaa 
argues that utopias are a viable strategy for social change by “trying to combine grand 
visions of social and ecological considerations with concrete thinking and actions.”730 
 On a smaller scale, environmental studies professor David Orr at Oberlin College, 
developed the most sustainable and ecologically designed building on any college 
campus at that time. Orr’s design process garnered utopic imagination, by teaching a 
year-long class where students learned about green architecture and the needs of the 
campus, then imagined together a building that could exemplify ecological building.731 
The students met with green architects and dialogued about possibilities. Important to this 
process was that Orr’s class acted independently and was not entirely confined to campus 
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bureaucracy. Orr explains that “being somewhat independent of the college bureaucracy 
at the outset, the project developed with more ecological imagination than it would have 
otherwise.”732 In the next phase of design, Orr invited faculty, staff, and students to work 
towards a final design plan. A key utopic standard guided this phase of the design 
process: “we decided to aim for a building and landscape that would cause no ugliness, 
human or ecological, somewhere else or at some later time.”733 Guiding the design 
process was the utopic question: “Think one building can change the world?” The 
question alludes to the power of one building to inspire change elsewhere.734 The 
building, named the Lewis Center, was completed in 1998; it generates its own power 
through solar cells, contains a Living Machine, a wastewater treatment system that treats 
all of its sewage and waste water, and develops an artificial wetland outside fed by its 
waste water that replicates the natural ecological environment of northern Ohio.735 The 
Lewis Center has become a utopic building icon of sorts: it has won numerous awards 
and inspired other projects at different colleges and universities.736 
 The utopic design process initiated by Orr, challenged students to spend a year 
dreaming of new and sustainable ideas in dialogue with architects with considerable 
freedom. In the second phase of developing the utopic vision into a final design, the 
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planners took into account the best ideas of phase one with the budget and other 
constraints of the college. Orr recognizes the power of the first phase in helping to 
cultivate a level of imagination that would not have been possible otherwise. Churches 
undergoing strategic change processes could experiment with a similar praxis: challenge 
people to reimagine church without limiting their imagination by worrying about what 
might be possible within current bureaucratic or budget restraints. The goal of the 
exercise is to enhance imagination, and then figure out how to implement ideas at a later 
stage. Unfettered utopic imagining is an important first step, where ideas and visions are 
not clouded by what is considered possible. Considerations of the possible comes at a 
later stage, but the utopic dreaming creates space to generate ideas that would not have 
been imagined if limitations were placed on the initial design phase. Utopic dreaming is a 
principle of practice that can help churches imagine new possibilities, and perhaps even 
extend the limits of what is considered possible. 
Think Holistically 
 The third principle of practice is to think holistically. To imagine ecclesial change 
from a holistic perspective will mean, as Kelly Brown Douglass discusses, to have an 
“awareness of the inviolability of all reality, sacred and secular.”737 As I have already 
discussed in the section above on the holistic mark of the church: many *feminist 
ecclesiologies point towards the building of holistic communities that can generate 
 







flourishing for all humans and the natural world. Similarly, the highland settlements can 
be interpreted as holistic communities in their Iron Age context.  
 To ensure that change efforts are indeed holistic, churches may want to create a 
holistic standard which can operate as an authoritative principle at the outset of the 
project. An instructive example is found in Oberlin College’s Lewis Center discussed 
above. The design phase of the project was guided by the following holistic ecological 
standard: 
The standard required that the building be judged relative to its upstream effects a 
wells, mines, forests, and factories where the materials originate, and by its effects 
downstream on climate biological diversity, and human and ecological health. If, at 
either end of the spectrum, the building were to impair human dignity or the integrity 
of ecological systems, to that extent it could not be judged a success or even 
beautiful.738 
The standard that guided the Lewis Center design is an example of applying a holistic 
worldview to a building project. A similar standard could be drafted at the outset of a 
church revitalization project, perhaps reimagined to include holistic concepts of God and 
creation or holistic theological concepts.  
 Many churches are developing new ways of being church take into account 
holistic ways of being. I introduce some of these here as examples, like the Lewis Center, 
that can inspire others. Some churches are embracing the recent trend in building tiny 
houses to address issues of homelessness and affordable housing. Churches building tiny 
house communities are an example of a holistic approach that attends to economic, 
 







housing, and sustainability needs in communities. United Methodist minister, the Rev. 
Faith Fowler, helped found Cass Community Social Services that built thirteen tiny 
homes in the heart of Detroit, which “has suffered crippling loss of housing stock and a 
chronic level of homelessness.”739 These homes are being designed to be rent-to-own and 
eventually fully purchased by the tenants. A rent-to-own model provides an “opportunity 
to build generational wealth for chronically poor people living paycheck to paycheck.”740 
This is a different model from providing temporary shelter for people experiencing 
homelessness. Similarly, Faith Lutheran Church in Forest Lake, Minnesota is planning to 
build twelve tiny homes on the church’s seven acres of property, to help house homeless 
veterans. They are calling the tiny home development the “Sacred Settlement.”741 Co-
founder Gabrielle Clowdus explains that the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized 
Persons Act protects faith organizations from zoning laws that could normally restrict 
such developments. This means that churches can use their lands for development 
projects that might otherwise be rejected from NIMBYism (not in my back yard). Forest 
Lake Lutheran, pastor Rev. John Klawiter hopes that the project will be completed by 
2021. Another example, Portland Central Church of the Nazarene, has built fifteen tiny 
cottages to help shelter homeless people. “Organizers call the structures “pods”—and say 
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they're not designed as permanent housing but as temporary shelter.”742 These types of 
projects are challenging city-zoning laws and opening the way for other churches to 
create similar projects.  
 Another example of new ways of allocating existing church resources towards 
holistic practices is the farm church movement. One resource that churches often have in 
abundance is land: 
The Catholic Church alone owns an estimated 177 million acres globally, making it 
one of the largest nongovernmental landowners in the world. One Episcopal parish 
was revealed to own 14 acres of real estate in Manhattan, worth more than $2 billion, 
after a 2013 lawsuit forced the church’s council to become financially transparent.743 
The farm church movement experiments with ways of using church owned land to 
develop agricultural projects that are in line with ecological faith visions. Faithlands is a 
coalition and learning movement that aims to “connect and inspire faith communities to 
use their land in new ways that promote ecological and human health, support local food 
and farming, enact reparative justice, and strengthen communities.”744 Faithlands is 
supporting this growing movement that seeks to harness land owned by faith 
communities to sustainable farming. One example of an individual church using its land 
in this way St. Simon’s Episcopal Church in Miami, Florida that has leased one acre of 
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their land to local farmers.745 Another example is Plainsong Farm in Michigan. This farm 
is meant to be a demonstration of what is possible on church lands.746 It is part of a 
movement toward community sustained agricultural (CSA) that is described as “a living 
laboratory – a sacred space for the intentional exploration of our relationships to the land, 
our neighbor and our Creator.”747 These are just a few examples of the ways that 
churches are using lands to develop and support sustainable agricultural projects. The 
Methodist Theological School of Ohio (MTSO) now cultivates a large portion of the 
campuses eighty acres to Seminary Hill Farm CSA. MTSO describes the one mission of 
the farm is to educate seminary students with an integrated understanding of eco-
theology:  
Many of our students will serve churches or other organizations with unused land 
available for community gardening. All of them will benefit from a deeper 
understanding of the value and frailty of our ecosystem. They will graduate from 
MTSO with both an academic grounding in eco-theology and a practical sense of how 
sustainable living can be successfully practiced every day.748 
These are just a few examples of the ways that churches and even seminaries are 
allocating lands to develop and support sustainable agricultural projects, as a way to 
support holistic programs that integrate eco-theology and practical living.  
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 *Feminist ecclesiological visions and practices such as women-church argue for a 
model of church that is an exodus from patriarchy that begins “to live the new humanity 
now,” and reimagines words, deeds, liturgy and praxis.749 The church practices discussed 
in this section also resonate with interpretations of the highland settlements at the origins 
of the Hebrew tradition: the settlements developed new ways of building communities 
and developing agriculture to provide for the basic needs of all. Using church lands to 
develop affordable housing projects and sustainable agricultural practices echoes these 
ancient practices.  
 How might the models of holistic practices exemplified above prompt other 
churches to think holistically as they imagine more holistic ways of being church? What 
practices might churches adopt, and how might those practices influence society to create 
more just systems that enable all people and all creation to flourish?  
Trust the Process 
 The final principle of practice is to trust the process. This principle builds on the 
recognition that the task is daunting when churches embark on revitalizing processes, 
seeking to embody the Gospel more fully and to help create a more just and holistic 
world. Trust the process is a reminder that, even when problems seem insurmountable 
and the way forward unknown, God “can make a way out of no way.”750 The process of 
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social change is a long and arduous process, but I believe, along with Martin Luther 
King, Jr., that the “arc of the universe is long but it bends towards justice.”751  
 Looking back at the highland settlements, I am struck with awe at the remarkable 
egalitarian community building efforts that planted seeds of influence at the ancient 
origins of three of the most prominent religious traditions in the world. I am equally in 
awe that the Jesus movements and the early ekklesia persisted despite terrorizing acts of 
suppression, especially the crucifixion of Jesus by the Roman Empire. I am reminded that 
despite efforts to erase liberative voices and memories, such as the women who were 
Jesus’ disciples and apostles in the early church, their memory has persisted. And I am 
reminded that *feminist theologians have created and developed pioneering visions of 
church despite centuries of oppression. 
 In a holistic worldview in which the power (dunimas) of God is understood as 
flowing through every interconnected body, trusting the process is a trust in God’s 
movements over time. Regardless of the obstacles, trust in the process grows from faith 
the size of a mustard seed, which can move mountains (Matt 17:20). And so, I take heart 
in the principle of trusting the process and am reminded by both of these case studies that 
we may never know our impact on the world. Indeed, our story may not be known until 
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3000 years later but, nevertheless, we can change the world. Let’s dream that dream and 
trust this ever-unfolding process.  
Conclusion 
  To say we are in a time of great change is not hyperbolic. Churches are faced 
with climate change and a polarized political climate, racism and sexism, the ever-
widening economic divide, the Covid-19 pandemic, and other challenges that press them 
to respond and change. Churches also face pressures to change from within. Both the 
Hebrew and Jesus traditions call people to enact greater justice and support the 
flourishing of creation. Both of these traditions are imbued with utopic imagination in 
their histories and in their contemporary efforts to support social change and flourishing 
for all.  
 Utopic imagination in Christianity is grounded in the history of the biblical 
traditions and also in contemporary *feminist critiques, historical interpretations, and 
visions of church. My analysis has revealed a need for utopic imaginings of church that 
seek to break the patriarchal and kyriarchical patterns that are entrenched in the theology 
and practices of much of the church. Utopic visions emerge from feminist projects but 
also from the origins of the Hebrew people in the highland settlements and subsequent 
biblical traditions. This study has revealed that the ancient communities’ fundamental 
practice was to create new communities that supported survival and escape from the 
Egyptian imperial civilization, communities that can be identified with utopian vision and 






seeking to bring about “an alternative to imperial forms of church and society.”752 As 
Schüssler Fiorenza describes: 
Ekklesia expresses this dynamic reality of Christian community. It is not a local or 
static term, it is not even a religious expression; it means the actual gathering of 
people, the assembly of free citizens in a town, called together in order to decide 
matters affecting their own welfare.753 
The highland settlements and ancient ekklesia, along with the visions of *feminist 
theologians from around the globe that have pressed for more just and inclusive visions 
of church, can help to guide churches to imagine and enact changes that can root out 
sexist, racist, and imperialist structures. By delving into *feminist ecclesiology and the 
highland settlements, churches can draw on the rich resources of their faith traditions as 
an inspiration and guide to navigate the unfamiliar territory of the present and future. Our 
faith traditions are resources that can buoy us against storms and also help us navigate 
beyond safe and familiar harbors into new horizons.
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